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From the Editor
Maren Bradley Anderson , Western Oregon University
I (Maren Bradley Anderson) took over this journal in
January of this year with an idea of what I’d like to
accomplish and a plan for how to put
PURE Insights
together. And we all know what happened to plans in
2020. I may have had to perform a couple of pi vots.

It has been a pleasure to work with the authors,
performers, reviewers, and support staff of this journal . I
have made plans for PURE Insights for 2021...tentative
plans...but I’m on my toes, ready to pivot.

Nevertheless, here we are with a new issue of
undergraduate research and creative work from Western
Oregon University students. Much of the research in this
issue was completed pre -pandemic, but this does not
mean that we must look at it within the context of a pre pandemic world. Good research can transcend its
contextual beginnings, and I think that the pieces here do
just that.
One of the goals I had in the before time was to encourage
more creative work, including more visual and performing
art submissions, to PURE Insights . As a result, we are
proud to present our first performance piece from the
Theater department. “Card Again” is a videoconference
play written by a group of students. We are also proud to
publish the three winning poems from th
e Peter Sears
poetry competition.
We also have the pleasure of publishing three
commencement speeches from our virtual 2020
graduation, including one by Monica Cerda Ortiz, which is
also published in Spanish. It is my goal for 2021 to publish
even more pieces in Spanish and other languages.
Once the new year begins, we will have a (virtual)
celebration for the authors and performers from this new
issue. It has always been important to celebrate
undergraduate research and researchers, but it is even
more i mportant to do it now. If nothing else, 2020 has
taught us that there is much to learn about medicine,
biology, social justice, politics, and economics
—
everything, really. We need our future filled with skilled
scientists, thinkers, and creatives to help guide us through
this pandemic, as well as mend all the cracks in our society
that have been revealed. Then, perhaps, we can even see
a way forward.
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PURE Insights Volume 9 Cover Image
Olivia Martin, Western Oregon University
Faculty Sponsor: Jennifer Bracy
This cover was designed to reflect the idea of how many college students begin to feel like their campus is an extension of
themselves. The cover features a photo manipulation between two images, one of an individual student and one of a type of flora
that can be found in a multitude of places across campus. When both of these images are combined, the subjects lose their
individuality and now form into one singular entity, flowing together seamlessly so that a viewer can no longer find the
beginning of one or the end of the other. The use of a warm color palette reminds the viewer of the hopeful feeling in the fall
when connectivity between students and campus is at its most intense.
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Embracing Identity and Culture: Hawaiian Rhetoric in Kumu Hina’s
“He Inoa Mana (A powerful name)”
Kylie Manuel-Sagon, Western Oregon University
Faculty Sponsor: Dr. Emily Plec
The 1960’s marked the Hawaiian Renaissance as kanaka maoli (native Hawaiian people) experienced a growing interest in
Hawaiian language, music, traditional navigation, and hula. Today, kanaka continue to resist colonial oppression and work
together to establish their identity as a people through staying connected to their traditions. There are many community leaders
that kanaka maoli look up to, one of them being Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu. She is affectionately known as Kumu Hina, and she
is an educator and community activist. The first section of this paper recalls her life story including her life growing up and
achievements. Then, the essay delves into a TEDtalk by Kumu Hina entitled “He Inoa Mana (A powerful name).” The first
portion describes the rhetorical situation of the speech. Following the rhetorical situation, the essay explores Hawaiian rhetoric
unique to kanaka maoli communication in Kumu Hina’s talk; concepts such as genealogical rhetoric and indigeneity, vivacity,
resignification, and identification. Hawaiian influencers like Kumu Hina encourage young kanaka to embrace who they are and
their culture in order to foster a strong lāhui (community, nation).

Keywords: Communication, ethnicity, gender, Hawaiian identity

During a time like now, Hawaiʻi is experiencing a deep
and strengthened connection among the native Hawaiian
people. To this day, the Hawaiian people stand together in
solidarity in their aloha ʻāina 1 (love for the land) movements
to stand up for their birth rights to the land. The Mauna Kea
movement, Protect Na Wai ʻEhā (The four waters), Protect
Paʻakai (Salt) Ponds, and Protect Kahuku are all examples of
significant Hawaiian social and cultural movements geared to
preserving the land for future generations to come. In 2007,
Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu wrote the song “Kū Haʻaheo E
Kuʻu Hawaiʻi” in hopes to strengthen, connect, and inspire the
aloha ʻāina warriors and all people of Hawaiʻi. The song calls
out to all people from every island of the chain to come
together and perpetuate the legacy their ancestors have
established for the future generations. This song sparked a
renewed awakening among the Hawaiian people, becoming
an anthem for Hawaiian people and their cultural
responsibility to the land and their community. It is people
like Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu who can help the Hawaiian
community move forward, together as one, for the bright
future of the next generations to come. There are three central
sections of this paper: the life and achievements of

1

In protest to normalize non-Western language, throughout
this paper the hua ʻōlelo (Hawaiian words) are
digitalcommons.wou.edu/pure

Hinaleimoana, a discussion of the rhetorical situation, and
analysis of her TEDtalk.
THE LIFE OF A MĀHŪ
Born in Nuʻuanu of Oʻahu, Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu
[also referred to in this paper by her preferred name, Kumu
Hina] embarked on her journey as a kanaka maoli (a native
Hawaiian). Prior to the newfound name Hinaleimoana, Collin
Kwai Kong Wong was the birth name given to her on May 15,
1972, when she was born to a Hawaiian-Portuguese-English
mother and a Chinese father (TEDxTalks, 2014). Additionally,
Kumu Hina is the youngest of two brothers and a sister. As
Collin, she graduated from Kamehameha Schools Kapalama in
1990 and continued her education at the University of Hawaiʻi
Mānoa. She acquired a bachelor’s degree in Hawaiian language
from the university, and later obtained a degree in Education
to teach others (Kamehameha Schools, 2018). Later, Kumu
Hina decided to transition from male to female in her twenties
and now she’s known as a native Hawaiian transgender
woman. She is admired among the Hawaiian community and
recognized for her numerous contributions and achievements
throughout her life as a teacher, filmmaker, community
purposefully not italicized.
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leader, activist, and cultural practitioner. Her committed work
lies in many different organizations to serve the community.
After finishing her degree, Kumu Hina dedicated her time to
Ke Ola Mamo Native Hawaiian Health Care System with a
mission to improve the health of Hawaiian people. She served
as the board president and helped educate people, especially
those who were at risk for sexually transmitted diseases
(Kamehameha Schools, 2018). Kumu Hina also served as a
community advocate for the Office of Hawaiian Affairs
(OHA), and later announced her bid for a position on the
board in 2014. She was the first transgender candidate to run
for statewide political office in the United States (“Kumu
Hina”). In addition, as a community advocate she chairs the
Oʻahu Island Burial Council where she oversees the
management of Native Hawaiian burial sites and remains.
According to Kumu Hina, she acknowledges her service to the
community is indebted to her high school education: “My
career to date has included advocacy and service towards
empowering the Native Hawaiian and larger island
community” (Internet Archive Wayback Machine, 2014). In
2018, Kumu Hina was awarded the Kamehameha Schools
Native Hawaiian Community Educator of the Year for
creating an engaging environment for young Hawaiian
students. She has taught at many places including Leeward
Community College, Kamehameha Schools, Hālau Lokahi
Public Charter School, the Hālawa Correctional Facility, and
the Oʻahu Community Correctional Center (Kamehameha
Schools, 2018). Hinaleimoana Wong-Kalu is a cultural icon in
the Hawaiian islands, and she continues to give back to the
community in various ways through being her authentic self
and standing up for what she believes in.
One of her most significant contributions is the Kumu Hina
film, the story of Kumu Hina as a transgender native Hawaiian
teacher and cultural icon bringing meaning to māhū —
embodying both the male and female spirit. Cave summarizes,
“It is equally about Hina’s personal struggles as a māhū, her
professional life as an educator of Hawaiian tradition, and her
domestic life with her husband, Haemaccelo, or Hema” (Cave,
2014). For two years, a crew followed Kumu Hina to capture
all the intimate moments of her personal life and interactions
as an educator. In Hana Hou! The Magazine of Hawaiian
Airlines, Kumu Hina transports the audience back in time to
the life of Collin Wong and the difficulties he faced before
transitioning (Blair, 2015). Kumu Hina recalls how troubling
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it was to break the news to her family, learning their son
would now be their daughter. Joe Wilson, one of the directors
of Kumu Hina, recalls in an interview for the Honolulu
Magazine, “Stepping out of the normal bounds of social
etiquette. She was being careful, saying I know this is not
normally how Hawaiians tell stories. She thought it was really
important” (Cave 2014). Although Collin was transitioning,
his identity as a Hawaiian remained a constant, which is how
the name Hinaleimoana was chosen: “Hina is the Hawaiian
goddess of the moon, among the most desired figures in
Polynesian mo‘olelo (stories), a name she says honors her
mother’s cultural heritage and one that Hina hopes to ‘live up
to’” (Blair, 2015). The documentary film achieved success; it
premiered at the Hawaiʻi Theatre, the Pacific International
Film Festival in Tahiti, was aired on PBS, and various places in
the United States and Asia. Furthermore, an educational and
age-appropriate version of Kumu Hina has been produced by
Kumu Hina and her editors, Joe Wilson and Dean Hamer,
called “A Place in the Middle,” following the narrative of one
of her students from the documentary film — one of her
students who identifies with Kumu Hina as a māhū as well.
Being a native Hawaiian transgender woman is a big part of
Kumu Hina’s identity, and she takes pride in who she is
emphasizing her identity as a Hawaiian which is expressed in
her film Kumu Hina. In the Hawaiian culture, being māhū has
great power to these individuals and they were known as
healers in society. In the Kumu Hina film, she narrates, “‘We
passed on sacred knowledge from one generation to the next
through hula, chant and other forms of wisdom’” (Blair, 2015).
Occupying this place in the middle was viewed as a good thing
in the Hawaiian culture, yet this changed with Western
occupation and their imposition of Western ideologies. Over
the years, integration of the American way of life dominated
the Hawaiian islands and, seeping into the ideologies of the
Hawaiian people, came the term transgender. Kumu Hina
expresses, “The only reason I wear the label māhū is because
I’m surrounded by Americans. And I can never get away from
it” (Van Gelder, 2018). Despite the colonial struggles in
Hawaiʻi, Hawaiian traditions continue to flourish today such
as oli, hula, and ‘aikane (same-sex marriage). In 2013, the billsigning ceremony for same-sex marriage in Hawaiʻi was
celebrated with former Governor Neil Abercrombie. He
invited Kumu Hina to deliver the oli which she gladly
accepted, “‘to be a catalyst for this change’” and not, she says,
to become a standard-bearer for LGBT issues (Blair, 2015).
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Time and time again, people hear Kumu Hina mention her
strong identification with being native Hawaiian always
comes first and her gender comes second. The statement
shines through in the Kumu Hina documentary film and
unfolds the experience of someone who shares a unique
perspective of LGBT people. Hence, the narrative about taking
risks and breaking out of the societal norms was captured on
film, “Because, for the 20 years that she had lived as a māhū
wahine — transgender woman — she knew it was challenging
for others who didn’t have opportunities that she had” (Cave,
2014). Kumu Hina believed her story was worth sharing with
the world to open a door for other people who are
experiencing difficulties in their life because of this label.

choice that is specific to the rhetoric of people who live in
Hawaii. The exigence and the audience Kumu Hina addresses
emerges from the constraints of identity she has experienced.
First off, gender identification plays a major role in regards to
how Kumu Hina defines herself and how other people
perceive her gender as well. There are two ideologies of
gender clashing, what it means to be mahu and transgender,
making it difficult for society to understand what to call her.
Secondly, understanding the role of one’s ancestry in our
identity can constrain people from accepting who they are.

RHETORICAL SITUATION

In the analysis section of this paper, I identify four
crucial concepts that pose Kumu Hina as an effective rhetor.
First, I will relate the value of genealogical rhetoric and
indigeneity to the Hawaiian culture, along with other
indigenous groups, and to the TEDtalk Kumu Hina gives.
Second, vivacity draws in her audience members as a part of
her proficiency as a storyteller. Third, Kumu Hina resignifies
perceptions of identity; more specifically, how people discern
transgender and nonbinary people. Lastly, identification plays
a crucial role in fostering unification amongst all people,
through shared life experiences and what Kumu Hina has gone
through.

In 2014, Kumu Hina shared her story as a transgendered
woman exploring her Hawaiian and Chinese ancestry.
Throughout her “He Inoa Mana (A powerful name)” TEDtalk,
she anecdotally shares her trip to China and unexpectedly
connects with her family there. Her speech is produced at a
time when our society is normalizing intersectional identities
with the legalization of same-sex marriage. The exigence, “an
imperfection marked by urgency; it is a defect, an obstacle,
something waiting to be done, a thing which is other than it
should be,” is marked through her identity struggle
(Palczewski et. al, 2016, p. 227). By traveling to China,
Hinaleimoana makes realizations about her identity and its
origins. Being connected to our ancestors and understanding
where we come from is a big part of the Hawaiian culture,
with an emphasis on familial values as well. As previously
mentioned, Kumu Hina is an educator and cultural
practitioner which is reflected in the way she carries herself
and in her rhetorical agency.
In her talk, she uses narrative to share her life experiences and
the trip she takes to China. Her particular style reaches her
rhetorical audience, or the “audience that ‘consists only of
those persons who are capable of being influenced by
discourse and of being mediators of change’” (Palczweski et.
al, 2016, p. 229). Kumu Hina’s intended audience are those
who showed up to the Ted talk that was held on Maui, Hawaii.
Furthermore, she begins to speak to LGBTQ people and
polyethnic people. When a person hears Kumu Hina, her
rhetoric is conversational in the sense that one feels like she is
a friend and they are catching up through her tone and word
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EXPLORING HAWAIIAN RHETORIC IN “HE INOA MANA
(A POWERFUL NAME)”

Genealogy is a key component of navigating indigenous
ancestry to understand our true identity, as Kumu Hina’s
speech demonstrates. In the Hawaiian culture, storytelling is
a traditional element that is expressed in various forms to
instill cultural values and behaviors. The beauty of storytelling
is the tradition of passing down these stories for future
generations to come. Genealogy or the, “Moʻokūʻauhau are a
primary meiwi because they are an expression of ʻŌiwi
heritage, ancestry, identity, and ethos” (Ho‘omanawanui,
2015, p. 249). In the opening of her speech, Kumu Hina
delivers her genealogical chant exhibiting her identity as a
Hawaiian and Chinese woman. Throughout her oli, she
mentions the Hawaiian creators of the world, the father sky
and mother earth, leading up to her powerful name “Hina”
altogether conveying her identity and ethos as a speaker.
Ho‘omanawanui (2015) explicates that, “oli [is] a primary
vehicle of expression in oral culture; its structure allowed for
delivery and memory” (p. 249). Oli and genealogy alike hold
potent history and narratives that are shared across indigenous
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rhetoric. Tiara Na’puti provides insight about the importance
of creating conversations about indigeneity and settler
colonialism through reviewing genealogies. She offers,
“Indigeneity as analytic offers an ancestry/kinship lens that
understands racialization and indigenization as interwoven
colonial processes, and commands us to take responsibility for
deepening these connections in our intellectual genealogies”
(2019, p. 497). It is critical to draw upon indigeneity for
understanding the ancestral roles in narratives. Coupled with
Kumu Hina’s oli, she expounds her purpose for using the
genealogy chant to tell her story: “In the language of my
mother’s ancestors, I not only bring you greetings but I invoke
the essence of my kupuna” (TedxTalks, 2014). Once again, we
trust Kumu Hina because of her credibility and identity as a
Hawaiian woman who knows the importance of being
connected with our ancestral origins utilizing language and oli
to send her message. In all, Kumu Hina is immersed in the
Hawaiian culture as she is a proud Hawaiian woman and she
presents competency by giving an oli that honors her heritage,
identity, and name.
Kumu Hina is a vivacious speaker, rooted in her culture as a
Hawaiian, compelling her audience to become invested in her
story. Vivacity engages “a sense of immediacy or presence
created through the use of descriptions, imagery, and colorful
language that make an idea come alive” (Palczewski et. al,
2016, p. 139). Hawaiian people have been story tellers since
ancient Hawaii, passing on stories through oral tradition. As
she gets further into her speech, Kumu Hina pronounces, “For
it is the light of our ancestors, the ancestors of this land, that
will help pave the way” (TedxTalks, 2014). She poetically
weaves together her story, especially in this instance where
Kumu Hina recognizes her ancestors are the “light” that is
guiding her every step of the way on her journey. As audience
members, the image is clearly illuminated as Kumu Hina is
talking and draws us into her speech through the guiding light
imagery. Additionally, Kumu Hina discloses the origin of her
name Hinaleimoana named after the goddess of the moon,
Hina: “She presides over the moon and it is that light that is
cast upon us in some of the darkest of times” (TedxTalks,
2014). In this brief snippet of the speech, there is the contrast
of light and dark that Kumu Hina has lived through
manifesting in the name she created for herself. Just as she
describes the light of her ancestors establishing a pathway for
her, the light now shines through from the moon and Hina.
She then reveals her elation for finally connecting with her
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Chinese ancestry after years of denying who she is, and now
understanding the lit path her ancestors laid down for her:
“Ladies and gentlemen, this family that I connected with after
three generations of not being connected to our heritage in the
great land of China — the middle kingdom, the middle earth
— it took Hinaleimoana 42 years before I got the chance to
connect with this side of my heritage” (TedxTalks, 2014).
Here, Kumu Hina creates a persona for China through
describing the country as a “great land,” “the middle
kingdom,” and the “middle earth.” In this instance, she gives
life to her ancestral land of China by acknowledging the
location of the country being in the center of the world and a
superior civilization. Through presenting vivid imagery for
her audience to take in, Kumu Hina is an effective storyteller
as she communicates her life experiences in a relatable way.
Kumu Hina’s TEDtalk shares her trip to China and the
realizations she makes about the origins of her identity. In her
talk, Kumu Hina uses resignification to challenge the way
audience members understand a person’s identity. According
to Rhetoric in Civic Life, resignification is “a process in which
people reject the connotation of a symbol, expose how the
meaning of the symbol is constructed, and attempt to change
its connotation” (Palczewski et. al, 2016, p. 56). The use of
resignification in the talk more specifically focuses on
interchangeably using the word transgender and māhū in
regards to understanding one’s identity. Kumu Hina contends,
“For you see in the world of the West we have the word
transgender, but in Hawaiian we have the word māhū. And if
anyone knows Hawaiian language the true definition of māhū
is not a source of contention. It is not a source of disdain, it is
not a source of negativity. It is simply an adjective to describe
the attributes of someone who doesn’t necessarily look like
this, but to describe someone somewhere in the middle
between kāne and wahine, between male and female”
(TEDxTalks, 2014).
Here, there is a clear distinction between what it means to be
transgender and māhū. Instead of being labeled as transgender
in Western terms, Kumu Hina defines the Hawaiian way of
being transgender as māhū yet challenges the outward
expression of the Western notion of transgender. Multiple
genders are found across different regions such as the Native
American berdaches, or two-spirit, and Greco-Roman galli.
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Will Roscoe explores the third gender paradigm of two-spirit
leading him to analyzing various texts consistent with not
following the gender-crossing model. He found the concept of
sex and gender have many nuances and are conceptualized
differently across cultures: “I also believe that cross-cultural
typologies are feasible and useful; that some historicallydefined culture regions are characterized by the presence of
multiple genders and some by their lack, and that these
patterns have correlates in the social formations and histories
of the societies in those regions” (Roscoe, 1995). Through
recognizing third genders and the cultural implications, we
can begin to recognize what it means to have two spirits or be
in the middle. By resignifying transgender as māhū, audience
members can begin to shift their understanding of transgender
as an adjective as Kumu Hina states that helps us understand
the Hawaiian history and culture. Being transgender is
embodying both the male and female, not the negative
connotations of the social construction. There are more
intersecting characteristics of our identity that make up the
self, which is the underlying message Kumu Hina is
conveying. In all, it is critical for people to understand how a
person chooses to identify their self especially those who
identify as nonbinary.
By using identification, Kumu Hina creates a bridge between
other people and herself through illustrating how as humans
we all experience common life lessons. Identification is a
“process through which people are unified into a whole on the
basis of common interests or characteristics” (Palczewski et.
al, 2016, p. 8). On the surface level, a common interest arises
in her speech when she broadly connects to the audience after
sharing how elated she was to be united with her family from
China derived from her desire to know where she comes from.
Kumu Hina asks, “Can you imagine the tremendous feeling
that this was?” (TedxTalks, 2014). As humans, we all
experience revelation at some point in our lives that can
essentially bring us joy and satisfies our curiosity. Towards the
end of her talk, Kumu Hina begins to unite her audience
members by illustrating our that origins or identity will always
remain a constant for each of us:
“Ladies and gentlemen, I ask each and every one of you to
take away from the story that I have shared with you
regardless of whether you are multiethnic, multicultural
or you’re of one ethnicity. Regardless of your age,
regardless of your sex, regardless of any of all of these
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things and these variables do change. Regardless of all
that, our ancestry never changes” (TedxTalks, 2014).
She brings up the various characteristics that make up our
identity which serves to divide us at times, then breaks them
down to convey these are “variables,” they aren’t the true
essence of our identity. Kumu Hina strengthens our
connection with one another as humans through encouraging
the audience to embrace one’s ancestral origins through
consummatory rhetoric. Danielle Endres illustrates this
gathering of like-minded through, “show[ing] how Leonard
Peltier’s response to the denial of clemency in 2001 ‘uses three
interrelated rhetorical appeals: 1) identification, 2) an appeal
to justice, and 3) a call to action’” (2011, p. 3). Each of the
variables that Kumu Hina mentions creates the identification
for her rhetorical audience to acknowledge. Furthermore,
Kumu Hina calls for action and leaves the message of valuing
our ancestry because it helps us understand who we really are.
She proposes, “I challenge you to go out and find out, to search
the path that we have all come down so that we will. It is not
only a Hawaiian belief but it is also a Chinese belief”
(TedxTalks, 2014). Once again, Kumu Hina identifies with her
Hawaiian and Chinese ancestry but attempts to reach out to
her audience by alluding to this path we are all on. This path
is understood by all people as life, and Kumu Hina reinforces
the importance of reconnecting with our purpose. Altogether,
the audience is able to identify with Kumu Hina as she shares
her life experiences that sound very similar to our unique
paths in turn unifying all people.
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
Through analyzing the life story of Kumu Hina and her
talk, she has exhibited how valuable it is to embrace our
identity and purpose in life. She found her purpose through
serving the community as an educator and advocate for native
Hawaiian rights, and accomplished many great achievements
in these positions. Moreover, Kumu Hina has learned to accept
and embrace her gender identity by understanding her
ancestral origins and putting that identity first. To be able to
recite one’s genealogy displays a strong connection to one’s
identity just like Kumu Hina. Although it was difficult for her
to accept who she was in her childhood, by staying rooted to
her ancestry and knowing her genealogy she prevailed
through the hardships. Having this knowledge enabled her to
be a better storyteller as she is a vivacious speaker. Her simple
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and poetic yet expressive language draws in audience
members, impelling them to pay attention. Resignification
focuses on changing the connotation of a word to better
understand what a particular symbol means. In Kumu Hina’s
talk, she identifies the difference between transgender and
māhū through her experience as being different from other
people when she was growing up. Kumu Hina then uses
identification to reach her audience by sharing her experience
and life lessons she has learned on this journey. Throughout
her talk, Kumu Hina mentions life lessons surrounding how
we describe ourselves. She demonstrates how each path we are
on can be traced back to our identity rooted in our ancestry,
and this is important because it will never change. Kumu Hina
is a well accomplished transgender native Hawaiian woman
who inspires people to follow their path and trust in their
purpose. Kumu Hina continues to serve her community in any
way that she can. Amidst the Mauna Kea movement,
Hawaiian influencers including Kumu Hina have stood up and
voiced their rights as a people. Notably, various artists were
featured in a music video for Kumu Hina’s “Kū Haʻaheo E
Kuʻu Hawaiʻi” that came out three months after the protesting
on Mauna Kea began. The legacy of Kumu Hina will live on
through the perpetuation of this song, that has become an
anthem, and all the hard work she has put in to revitalizing
the Hawaiian culture.
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This essay undertakes a framing and melodramatic analysis of the news media coverage of Mauna Kea and the Thirty Meter
Telescope (TMT). The kiaʻi, known as protestors in the media, have prevailed through the attempts to resume the construction of
this large telescope. More specifically, framing of the news media contextualizes the TMT controversy. The framing features
selectivity and partiality in the news articles, mainly excluding the Native Hawaiian voice. Then, the melodramatic rhetoric
elucidates a frame unique to the Hawaiian people, also known as their philosophy of kapu aloha. Melodrama functions as the
oppositional stance, and clarifying the cultural significance of Mauna Kea. The essay argues framing and melodrama work
together to produce the Native Hawaiian narrative by using the mainstream media for their benefit.
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On July 15, 2019, the state of Hawaiʻi’s Governor David
Ige announced the Mauna Kea Access road would be blocked
to the public to begin bringing heavy equipment for the
construction of a Thirty Meter Telescope. Since the
announcement, the kiaʻi mauna 1 (guardians of the mountain)
have stood their ground by joining together at the access road
in a peaceful protest. The purpose of this paper is to investigate
news media coverage surrounding the controversial plan to
build the Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT). Mauna Kea is a
sacred mountain on the island of Hawaiʻi, also known as the
Big Island, with thirteen telescopes already built. The TMT is
an extremely large telescope, measuring eighteen stories high,
allowing researchers to see deeper into space and observe
objects astronomers and educators haven’t seen. The
development of the telescope will become an influential
educational tool while providing jobs for the people of
Hawaiʻi. Even though there was only one permit for an
observatory to be built, more telescopes were constructed over
two decades frustrating the Hawaiian people. In 2013, the
University of Hawaiʻi requested a new 65-year lease causing
UH undergraduate students to rise up in opposition due to the
university’s failure to properly manage the mountain

(Kanaeokana, 2017). Following the request, the contractors
began grading the location of TMT on Mauna Kea in 2015
where the kiaʻi mauna engage in peaceful protest. The kiaʻi
blocking the access provoked a halt to the construction issued
by Governor Ige. While the kiaʻi continue to protect Mauna
Kea, the Hawaiʻi Supreme Court revoked the permit for TMT
and the Board of Land and Natural Resources (BLNR) must
now reconsider the TMT permit issued (Kanaeokana, 2017).
By investigating the timeline of the management of Mauna
Kea, the Native Hawaiian people are fighting the same fight
they have historically fought since the illegal annexation of
Hawaiʻi. It is a battle for their rights as Hawaiian people.
The lawmakers of Hawaiʻi are caught in the dispute, making
their job difficult. According to an article in Civil Beat, the
legislators struggle with their moral duty to the constitution
in the context of the protest of TMT. A majority of the
lawmakers support the construction of TMT, but there is a
common understanding that the solution to the issue at hand
must include input from the community. When exploring the
news media, both the local and national outlets exclude the
voice of the Native Hawaiian people. The reader lacks

1

In protest to normalize non-Western language, throughout
this paper the hua ʻōlelo (Hawaiian words) are purposefully not
italicized.
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information about the opponents’ position, and the Native
Hawaiian people are painted as immoral and unlawful for
standing up for their rights. People are driven to look towards
other sources to learn about the movement through the eyes
of the kiaʻi. With the progressive movement on Mauna Kea,
Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu (a place of refuge at Puuhuluhulu)
was established by the kiaʻi to protect their sacred mountain
with the support of the Royal Order of Kamehameha ʻEkahi.
Since the establishment, a website and social media pages have
been created to keep the community and the entire world
updated about what is happening with the movement on a
daily basis. While investigating these platforms, there is a
foundational tool propelling the kiaʻi and their allies: kapu
aloha. The notion of kapu aloha is the mechanism advancing
the Native Hawaiian peoples’ solidarity. In essence, this essay
pursues to inculcate the silenced Native Hawaiian voice as
passionate kiaʻi preserving their land through melodrama
rhetoric and framing of Hawaiʻi news articles.
METHODS AND THEORY
There are various media covering the Mauna Kea issue, telling
the story in the eyes of the colonizer but also from a cultural
standpoint. This essay includes media coverage—news articles
from Hawaiʻi’s media outlets, Hawaiʻi’s governor’s press
conferences, UH President’s letter, and videos of interviews
with the kiaʻi—containing fruitful investigation surrounding
this controversial issue. Throughout the paper, I have selected
news articles from media outlets based in Honolulu, Oʻahu
and the Big Island. The Honolulu Star Advertiser is one of the
largest daily newspaper organizations that covers all of
Hawaiʻi and breaking news. As the largest daily newspaper of
Hawaiʻi, this source is crucial to the framing of controversy
for the dominant voice. Along with the Honolulu Star
Advertiser, Big Island Now is included as a source of news
because it is the location of the Mauna Kea and the protests.
Lastly, the Civil Beat is another mainstream media source
based on Oʻahu. The organization investigates news in the
form of watchdog journalism, a form of reporting about
specific aspects and issues. These outlets were chosen to
contrast the videos and social media accounts from groups
such as Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, Kanaeokana, and the Edith
Kanakaole Foundation. Throughout the paper, I discuss how
the situation is framed and how the framing affects our
viewpoints.
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One of the methods this essay explores is framing analysis in
Civil Beat, Honolulu Star Advertiser, and Big Island Now.
Framing of the news media operates to tell the story of a
situation through selectivity and partiality. As defined by Ott
& Aoki (2002), selectivity is “what is included and excluded
from the story” (p. 485). Here, critics begin to distinguish what
kind of information they are getting from the media to
decipher the story. On the other hand, partiality investigates
“what is emphasized and downplayed in the story” (Ott &
Aoki, 2002, p. 485).
Framing analysis will decode how the news articles functions
as the dominant voice supporting TMT. Additionally, this
essay delves into melodrama rhetoric serving to clarify the
silenced voices of the Native Hawaiian people in the news
media. Burkean melodrama elicits a social and political
conflict encouraging reflection at the local up to the
international level. In melodrama, polarization “draws sharp
distinctions between opposing forces, making resolutions
difficult to negotiate” (Schwarze, 2007, p. 241). Within the
polarization, Schwarze specifies a structure called monopathy
that devises a moral diffusion. Thus, monopathy “begets
identification with those who are on the side of virtue or who
have been victimized by villains” (Schwarze, 2007, p. 245).
While I contextualize this argument adopting the essence of
kapu aloha, the essay addresses the Native Hawaiians cry for
their rights, framing analysis and melodrama rhetoric produce
a dominant discourse featuring Hawaiʻi’s authorities; defining
and establishing the Native Hawaiians principle, kapu aloha;
and discussing the cultural significance of Mauna Kea.
THE

POWER

OF

SELECTIVITY

The media juxtaposes the proponents ethical support of TMT
and the protestors passion for their culture using selective
language. The dominant voice is the legislators, the most
powerful people who have the jurisdiction over the matter.
Blair notes, “Most state lawmakers have been conspicuously
absent so far from the debate about the future of the Thirty
Meter Telescope and how to respond to the protestors on
Mauna Kea who remain adamant in their opposition to
building another telescope on a mountain they consider
sacred” (2019). The article frames the lawmakers as the subject
and begins pitting policy versus passion by including Mauna
Kea as sacred to the protestors- who happen to be Native
Hawaiian people. Being “absent” from the debate, as Blair calls
it, crafts ambiguous assumptions about Hawaiʻi lawmakers
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regarding the future of Mauna Kea. A line is then drawn when
the language suggests Mauna Kea is a mountain “they”consider
sacred, excluding the Hawaiian people and their opinions. By
using “they,” this infers the mountain is just another resource
for the community to use yet fails to disclose the cultural
significance about why Mauna Kea is sacred. Without hearing
from the Native Hawaiians, the legislators become superior
and control the narrative of the TMT. Instead, the reader
learns about the rationale and strong support for the telescope.
Senator Lorraine Inouye endorses the TMT, criticizing the
protestors and her colleagues for their actions: “It’s so
disappointing that some of you are disregarding your sworn
oaths of office, that condone civil disobedience!” (Blair, 2019).
Her language strongly chastises the governor and lawmakers
who are “condoning” the protesters “civil disobedience,”
therefore “disregarding their oaths.” It is urgent for Hawaiʻi
lawmakers to stand by their oaths because it is morally just
according to Inouye. In all, the media bolsters the proponents
of TMT by magnifying their point of view as ethical.
Although there is discourse surrounding the unlawfulness of
the protestors, the media also incorporates the benefits for
Native Hawaiian people, thus attempting to compel their
support for the TMT. Some legislators agree there must be,
“…equal importance [that] should be placed on cultural,
spiritual, and environmental values of Mauna Kea,” coupled
with their frustration for the project to progress (Blair, 2019).
The article frames the situation in favor of the Native
Hawaiian people and their needs even though the peoples’
opinions aren’t included in Blair's article. Even Representative
Romy Cachola concedes they, “…look forward to rent from
TMT because a portion of it could go to the Office of Hawaiian
Affairs as part of their ceded land revenue” (Blair, 2019). He
involves the potential benefits, which are merely a possibility
once TMT is operating, for Office of Hawaiian Affairs (OHA)
because they are an organization that supports the Native
Hawaiian people. In all, the possibility that OHA may receive
money sounds moral and just implies that the Native Hawaiian
people are overreacting to the situation. The University of
Hawaiʻi’s president sustains this dialogue by praising their
educational institution. President David Lassner honors the
success of UH in being a unique learning establishment: “…the
only freestanding school of indigenous knowledge at a major
research university (UH Manoa) in the U.S., the only college
dedicated to an indigenous language at a public
comprehensive (UH Hilo) and an unprecedented increase in

PURE Insights

enrollment and degrees earned by Native Hawaiian across the
UH system” (Lassner, 2019). Lassner considers the university’s
purpose as an asset for the Native Hawaiian people, providing
a progressive experience. His opinion further contributes to
the morally good effort in support of the TMT. Altogether, the
legislators’ and UH president’s attitudes work together to
gather favorable evidence to persuade readers and the Native
Hawaiian people to endorse TMT.
ETHICALITY TO THE CONSTITUTION
The dominant discourse illustrated in the mainstream media
encourages a moral judgement in favor of TMT based on the
partial language used to voice the concerns of Hawaiʻi’s
powerful leaders and educators. In legal terms, lawmakers
who support TMT must abide by the constitution, accounting
for the legal process and permits gained for the construction
of the telescope. After finalizing the legal rights for
construction and navigating how to respond to the kiaʻi, many
proponents of the TMT are frustrated with the issue. Senator
Clarence Nishihara argues, “So they pick and choose what to
call desecration” (Blair, 2019). Nishihara downplays the
cultural significance and emotions of the Hawaiian people
because he understands it is his job to uphold the constitution.
Nishihara isn’t the only senator who stands by his
responsibility to the law, only strengthening the support for
TMT. Senator Mike Gabbard attempts to create a bridge
expressing his empathy for the Native Hawaiian people: “I
understand the deep frustration Native Hawaiians feel of
decisions made in the past on Mauna Kea. That doesn’t mean
the state and astronomy community can’t learn from those
mistakes and move forward in a fair way on the mountain”
(Blair, 2019). Gabbard reacts to the protest on Mauna Kea as if
the Hawaiians are only fighting for their sacred space.
However, he downplays the people’s emotions as well,
claiming the state and astronomy community can “learn from
those mistakes and move forward in a fair way on the
mountain.” Gabbard fails to “understand” how the Hawaiian
people truly feel by insisting the state and astronomers
working together can change the Mauna Kea narrative in a
positive way. Senator Breene Harimoto further maintains the
concerns lawmakers have while suggesting now is the time to
build the telescope. Harimoto asserts, “I think there would be
long lasting negative effects if we back out now” (Blair, 2019).
She emphasizes the possibility of “negative effects” if TMT is
not built on Mauna Kea. These negative effects though refer
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to the connection with the TMT organization, not the future
of the Native Hawaiian people and Mauna Kea. In all, the
workings of a dominant voice perpetuate the concerns about
the issue as a moral judgement tailored to the beliefs of
Hawaiʻi lawmakers.
Readers are encouraged to accept and support TMT because
they abide by the law.
Moreover, there is a push for propriety within the education
system as TMT will provide tools beneficial for the future. The
University of Hawaiʻi works with the TMT organization,
overseeing the management plan. The president of UH is a
pivotal role in the construction of the telescope and has a
powerful voice alongside the legislators. In his letter to the
university’s community, Lassner articulates the community
must control their emotions and engage in civility while
hoping to find common ground for integration of culture and
science. He emphasizes, “See, for example, how Hawaiianspeaking students have learned to meld traditional Hawaiian
naming practices in modern astrophysics to give names to
celestial objects discovered using the resources of Hawaiʻi;
these names have now been made official by the International
Astronomical Union” (Lassner, 2019). Lassner promotes the
amalgamation of the Hawaiian culture and science within the
UH system, ultimately bringing cultural awareness. His
language attempts to include the Native Hawaiians, luring
them into supporting TMT for profitable cultural growth as
seen with the International Astronomical Union adopting
Hawaiian names to identify celestial objects discovered with
tools in Hawaiʻi. Representative Calvin Say additionally
emphasizes the unifying of culture and science. He
contextualizes the ancient Hawaiian tradition of sailing
comparing TMT as an elevation to their practice: “I truly
believe that our forefathers, the navigators of the Hokulea,
they used the stars and the universe as a guide, and the TMT
will be another (type of) equipment for that use” (Blair, 2019).
The language justifies the dominant discourse while
presenting evolution as suitable during this time. By indicating
the TMT can reflect the Native Hawaiian navigational
methods, Say follows Lassner’s tactic to gain approval from the
people through illustrating cultural progression. Overall, as
lawmakers plan for the future of TMT, they continue to
advocate for the telescope by emphasizing the existing and
future benefits for the Hawaiian culture.

PURE Insights

THE NATIVE HAWAIIAN VOICE: DEFINING KAPU
ALOHA
The future of Mauna Kea and the TMT polarized the
opponents and proponents, while yielding the notion of kapu
aloha and fueling the Native Hawaiian people in civil
resistance. There is a lack of information in the mainstream
media about the cultural significance and beliefs of the
Hawaiian people. This means the kiaʻi had to rely on social
media networks to tell their story. Their platform relies on a
guiding principle, code of conduct, and philosophy called kapu
aloha. Kapu aloha is a way of life that the Hawaiian people and
their allies follow in sacred spaces. The term kapu aloha
combines two Hawaiian words that are familiar to the
Hawaiian people: “Kapu: means taboo or sacred, and while
“aloha” has many meanings, aloha encompasses the value of
compassion. Andre Perez, a kiaʻi and media contact of
Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, professes being in kapu aloha is
“our highest individual standards,” rooted in dignity and
humanity (Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, 2019b). It is how we
carry our self, how we conduct our self, how we treat people,
and how we engage with people. These are all disciplinary
guidelines surrounding what kapu aloha means. At times, the
Hawaiian people are faced with hardships that challenge them
and even push them to engage in extreme behaviors. Governor
Ige has addressed the Native Hawaiian people illegally
blocking the access road to move the equipment for the
telescope by issuing an emergency proclamation for the safety
of the community. In his press conference, Ige pleads, “There
are reports of drugs and alcohol use. There are many groups
and they don’t all agree about why they are there or what they
intend to do. Leaders of the puuhonua have not been able to
maintain order and the neutral terms of the puuhonua” (Big
Island News Now, 2019). He delivers rumors about the
Hawaiian people exercising their cultural rights, attempting to
provoke emotional behaviors during the emergency
proclamation. During these times of calamity, it is necessary
for the people to remember kapu aloha is a guiding principle
for the individual to understand their purpose and their
kuleana (responsibility).
Through the implementation of kapu aloha in everyday
practices, the Native Hawaiians create their own definition for
kapu aloha encompassing a new philosophy of nonviolent
direct action and civil disobedience. When compiling the
different definitions, the context of kapu aloha assists in how
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one must conduct themselves in every aspect. Amidst the TMT
debacle, kapu aloha guides politics in dignity and discipline.
Perez states,
“I believe kapu aloha now is evolving into becoming
not only our code of conduct and discipline for
ceremony and spiritual practice, but it is also
evolving into becoming our own philosophy of
nonviolent, direct action of peaceful civil resistance
so that it is still grounded in our own cultural values
and cultural understandings” (Puuhonua o
Puuhuluhulu, 2019b).
There is still the aloha aspect of the definition which is rooted
in spirituality with the addition of nonviolence and peaceful
resistance. The new definition Perez divulges is derived from
Mahatma Gandhi’s Satayagraha (philosophy of nonviolence,
holding onto truth or truth force) and Martin Luther King’s
philosophy of nonviolent direct action and civil disobedience.
From the beginning of the protest, the Hawaiian people have
demonstrated nonviolent direct action and civil disobedience
by occupying the access road on Mauna Kea. It is vital to
uphold nonviolent and peaceful actions returning to the
meaning of kapu aloha. By enforcing kapu aloha, the Hawaiian
people are “fierce in the love of their land” with the ability to
be stronger and braver in the face of adversity due to being
rooted in guidance. The number of people on the mauna—
short for Mauna Kea used by the kiaʻi and Native Hawaiian
people—doesn’t determine the success or failure of the
telescope being built, it is kapu aloha. When asked why is kapu
aloha so important in this struggle, Pua Case, a kiaʻi and
spiritual practitioner, adds to Perez’s comments revealing how
the movement is affecting the next generation in a promising
way: “Kapu aloha is a gift to us that enable us to remind
ourselves that how we conduct ourselves is just the beginning
of how our keiki are going to conduct themselves” (Puuhonua
o Puuhuluhulu, 2019b). Kapu aloha is the guiding principle in
her testimony, and the leaders and teachers are nurturing the
keiki (children) for future struggles, those who have the power
and will to continue. Kapu aloha lies in the young kiaʻi who
are looking to the source, Mauna a Wākea and kapu aloha, to
defend their sacred spaces in a peaceful and nonviolent way.
The Hawaiian culture is built upon aloha and preserving the
relationships with others, best interpreting kapu aloha as a
whole. Reciprocity demonstrates how aloha works in Hawaiʻi,
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a give-and-take process. Aloha includes two words, alo
meaning front or presence and hā meaning breath and/or life.
In essence, aloha embodies the presence of breath and life. Dr.
Pua Kanakaʻole Kanahele, a kumu hula (master of hula) and
PhD, defines aloha as “exchanging breath means that I’m
going to live because you have exchanged breath with me, and
you are going to live because I have exchanged breath with
you” (Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, 2019a). With regards to the
aftermath of Governor Ige’s press conference in Hilo, he gets
the chance to visit Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu and the Native
Hawaiian people. The Honolulu Star Advertiser article
validates the aloha shown to Ige through “greetings and giving
a lei,” symbolizing their affection and respect (2019). By
engaging in kapu aloha with the governor, the Hawaiian
people feature the pure love they have for others even if theythe governor- have inflicted pain and worry. Pua Case
experiences the unifying of people on the mauna and
recognizes how aloha affects each person. On Mauna Kea,
discipline and dignity are preserved by all people creating
bonds amid the controversial issue:
“The relationships we are making on this alabecause there is an understanding of the way you
treat the elements, the landscape, your ancestors and
each other-is enabling us to naturally come together
in a way and establish alliances and relationships in
a way that is open heart between us as kanaka maoli
koko Hawai’i, hoa ʻāina and between everybody else
that comes here” (Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu,
2019b).
Aloha radiates on the ala, meaning pathway or road (a
reference to the location of the interview), because kapu aloha
enables people to immerse themselves in the principle through
establishing relationships with other people and the land.
Equally, during those times of distress, Hawaiians need to
remember that kapu aloha is not passive. Kumu Hōkūlani
Holt, a kumu hula (master of hula) and PhD, renders, “Aloha
is not being a doormat, aloha is knowing where you come from
and how you draw upon that to behave” (Puuhonua o
Puuhuluhulu, 2019a). Kapu aloha is empowering to hone into
their strength, control, and guidance of their kupuna
(ancestors) in the face of adversity. Thus, there are different
levels of love ultimately accepting one another whether one is
a visitor, opponent, or neighbor of the Puuhuluhulu
community as mentioned by Dr. Kanakaʻole Kanahele

Volume 9, Issue 1

Manuel-Sagon | An Awakening of the Hawaiian Way of Life
(Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, 2019a). Through this radiation of
love, the Hawaiian people continue to grow and strengthen as
a community by concentrating on their purpose of the
movement. As a result, the elements and ancestors are a
significant part of kapu aloha guiding the Native Hawaiians
and their allies to create bonds that elevates their desire to
protect a sacred mountain.
The Hawaiian people have been practicing kapu aloha long
before the controversial TMT, but it has been brought back to
the forefront to guide the people in protest. The widely-used
term, kapu aloha, originates from ceremony in the context of
spirituality evolving into a guiding principle. Kapu aloha is
known to be filled with ancient wisdom and spirit that is led
through ceremony distinguished by Perez and Case. Perez
expresses the purpose is to maintain the kapu, the sanctity of
the ceremony, which conducts those in the practice. In
ceremony, kapu aloha didn’t need a definition. It was an idea
and known understanding which was ma’a (customary) to the
Hawaiian people. When they heard kapu aloha, people would
just nod and say “yes,” because they understood kapu aloha
meant holding oneself to the highest standard according to
Case (Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, 2019b). Native Hawaiians
already understand the parameters of kapu aloha, but now
with the booming movement on Mauna Kea there needs to be
a definition of kapu aloha for strangers to the culture:
Then when there needed to be an explanation for
that so others would understand what that meant,
that’s where multiple definitions came out, ‘well to
me kapu aloha means this, to mean kapu aloha
means this,’ but it was rooted in chants. (Puuhonua
o Puuhululu, 2019b).
During this time, defining kapu aloha is crucial as Case
mentions with many people coming up with ways to
understand the term. There are frequent visitors that travel to
the mauna to learn about kapu aloha, so the Native Hawaiian
people have to refine the term for others to comprehend. The
best explanation is recognizing the guiding principle is
standing for what is sacred. Case analogizes, “think about your
most sacred place whether it be halepule, be it a temple, be it
wherever you go that you are in your most sacred” (Puuhonua
o Puuhuluhulu, 2019b). Essentially, we don’t have to
understand Hawaiian protocols of ceremony to learn about
kapu aloha. When there is a shared value about what sanctity
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means, that is kapu aloha. As the guiding principle, kapu aloha
is interpretive, evolving, and a force based on the needs of the
people. Within the context of spirituality, there is great power
in prayer allowing us to rediscover kapu aloha. Perez contends
it is urgent to pule, to pray, when it becomes difficult to
remain in kapu aloha due to an injustice or painful action.
Atop the mauna, there was a recent experience with the
Department of Hawaiian Homes Land (DHHL) where the hale
(house) was torn down. According to Big Island Now, the hale
was built as a learning center and halepule (church) with all
the resources for the structure being donated, but there was
no permit obtained to build the hale. In the interview, Perez
reminisces on the incident and remembers seeing Aunty Pua
Case praying during the event. In her prayer, Case was praying
to their ancestors with nā ʻaumākua, a chant calling to the
deified ancestors. It is through prayer, as Perez mentions, we
are able to “focus to maintain that discipline, and, as I always
say, that dignity” (Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, 2019b). Again,
kapu aloha is being reinforced through spirituality and prayer
to demonstrate the highest self even in difficult situations
attempting to test how committed the individual is to the
purpose.
LIFE AND THE SACREDNESS OF MAUNA KEA
Kapu aloha is the monopathy that instills the cultural
significance of Mauna Kea as a symbol of life. The Mauna Kea
movement has proven kapu aloha is imperative to one’s
relationship with the ʻāina, the land, and preserving the
sacredness. As we analyze the Hawaiʻi news media, the articles
downplay the cultural significance of Mauna Kea to the
Hawaiian people. The lawmakers merely state their
understanding of the sacredness of the mountain yet proceed
to support a structure that invades the Native Hawaiian
resource. Thus, the Hawaiians fight to protect Mauna Kea can
resonate with readers and enhance a monopathic
identification with them according to Schwarze (2007).
Regarding kapu aloha, the interconnectedness to the deities or
the elements unfold the sanctity of the land, while
demonstrating why the Hawaiian people are protecting
Mauna a Wākea. Dr. Kanakaʻole Kanahele discloses the
ancient Hawaiian people understood there are horizontal
divisions of the land that include the elements (Edith
Kanakaole Foundation, 2019). The wao akua is the land
belonging to the akua (the god/gods), and papa lani is the
region above earth’s atmosphere where the top of Mauna Kea
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resides. According to the Hawaiian people, the papa lani is
sacred and no humans belong there because it is a place where
the gods dwell (Edith Kanakaole Foundation, 2019).
It is important to mention the formation of the divisions are
derived from the Kumulipo. The Kumulipo is the Hawaiian
creation chant that tells the genealogy from the early
development of life (very much like the Bible), particularly
sacred to aliʻi or the chief. In each division are the four basic
elements which are masculine entities setting up the
foundation of energy in life: Kū, Lono, Kanaloa and Kāne.
They are the life forces the ancient Hawaiians recognized in
nature and their lives, ultimately dictating the way of life. The
way of life circles back to the sacredness of Mauna Kea. There
is no oxygen in papa lani, so it is no place for humans to be nor
be constructing buildings in the wao akua. Connecting the
significance of the elements of life and Mauna Kea is an
emotional appeal to sympathize with the Hawaiian peoples’
struggle. Schwarze (2007) declares the “stress on the singleness
of feeling foregrounds emotion as a crucial mode of meaningmaking and appeal” (p. 252). The Native Hawaiians’ message
for others is to protect the land that sustains life. Their fight
and purpose is to preserve the Hawaiian land for future
generations to come because their ancestors have done that for
them.
In the Hawaiian culture, the land and water are symbols of life
enabling people to prosper for years to come. Alongside the
feeling of monopathy, the singleness component “can counter
dissipation energy, but can also attempt to restore energy
dissipated through balance and tradeoffs” (Schwarze, 2007, p.
252). In the framing of the TMT controversy, the balance
needs to be instituted between the proponents of TMT and the
Native Hawaiian people. The issue generates dissipation of the
Native Hawaiians’ standpoint, believing the lawmakers are
executing their ethical duty to the constitution. By amplifying
the importance and sacredness of Mauna Kea, the singleness
of monopathy enhances cultural preservation through halting
the construction of a massive structure. Kauila Kanakaole
professes, “The ʻāina houses life… So ʻāina and water are the
giver of life” (Puuhonua o Puuhuluhulu, 2019). Kanakaole says
not only is ʻāina, the land sustaining life, so too does the water
on Mauna Kea. Atop the mountain, there is a crater that
gathers water called Waiau (also known as Lake Waiau). The
mainstream media fails to mention this resource that is
substantial to the mauna and the Hawaiian people.
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In Salazar’s doctoral dissertation, he identifies Mauna Kea as a
procreative piko- a symbolic name of a summit. Waiau and the
healing water are the “regenerative mana of Wākea and
Papahānaumoku,” the sky father and earth mother (Salazar,
2014, p. 170). The Hawaiians believe in the divine power of
Waiau relating back to the hierarchical structure of the land
divisions and life, thus the people have not built any massive
structure on the mauna. The water connects Native Hawaiians
to their ancestors, ultimately reminding them of their purpose
to ensure the protection of the giver of life. Hence, the
awakening of the Hawaiian people displaces and trades off
with the legal obligations for TMT to proceed. The Native
Hawaiian people tell their story encompassing the prestige of
preserving their resources that give them life.
IMPLICATIONS: THE FUTURE OF MAUNA KEA
The time is now, a time for Native Hawaiian people to stay
rooted in their cultural values and beliefs through asserting
their rights as a people. The Hawaiian people have been
silenced in the news media, making it difficult for them to be
heard and understood. In the silence, the lawmakers of
Hawaiʻi and other influential figures have carefully crafted the
TMT narrative as a progressive tool for the future. Ultimately,
the legal obligations and coexistence of science and culture are
the driving forces Hawaiʻi leaders are conveying to gain
support for TMT. While majority of the media covers the
ethicality of upholding the constitution, the frame of kapu
aloha indicates the kuleana (responsibility) the Native
Hawaiian people and their allies have to the sacred mountain
through instituting a code of conduct and philosophy to
follow. The frame is exhibited through the melodrama
rhetoric, offering an oppositional attitude seeking to assess
social and political issues such as Mauna Kea and the TMT.
Kapu aloha is defined as a code of conduct and a guiding
principle influencing the way Hawaiian people and their allies
must behave. Additionally, the code is a discipline requiring
commitment to the purpose and dignity to exhibit the highest
self. As an individual is navigating the practice, kapu aloha is
exemplified through the prohibition and reciprocity-the way
people treat one another regardless of their backgroundultimately laying down the foundation for the future leaders
and generations of the lāhui (community, nation). The
principle is an ancient idea developed from ceremony and
spirituality. The principle has evolved into a philosophy of
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nonviolent direct action and civil disobedience embracing
Hawaiian values. Above all, kapu aloha is not passive.

The Native Hawaiian people continue to refer to the code of
conduct, keeping it relevant to their experiences. Lastly,
melodrama encourages the reader to empathize and identify
with the Native Hawaiian people by muting the governing
narrative and uplifting their story. This is the monopathy that
strengthens the cultural significance of Mauna Kea. Mauna
Kea is a symbol of life which is interconnected with the
elements and the Hawaiian people. Readers are introduced to
the feeling and singleness of monopathy as propelling
components to what sacred means to the Hawaiian people. At
last, life is the water and the land which reinforces the
sacredness of Mauna Kea as the piko.
Kapu aloha provides structure and cohesion through setting
guidelines for the manner in which all people must behave in
sacred spaces such as Mauna Kea. Without structure, it would
be difficult for the Hawaiian people to advance in this
particular movement following their cultural beliefs. It has
been a struggle for the people to maximize their voice as there
are authoritative opinions suppressing them. Through it all,
the Hawaiian people have turned to social media and digital
platforms to raise awareness while calling out to kiaʻi and
allies to educate others. Furthermore, the struggles of the
Native Hawaiians doesn’t end with maintaining the sanctity of
Mauna Kea. Since the people have stood their ground on the
mauna, Hawaiians are putting their foot down once again to
protect all vital resources from being commercialized. In all,
there is a need to recognize and articulate the genealogical
claims Native Hawaiian people have to their ancestral
homelands. The political consciousness reinforces the
awakening and a reminder for the Hawaiian people to take
control of their birthright to the land. Time and time again,
the Hawaiians have witnessed their kupuna and their people
engage in political activism originating back to the illegal
annexation. The Hawaiian people have endured their
language being taken away, the desecration of their sacred
land, discrimination in both the workplace and education
system, and political power in the hands of the colonizers. A i
ke aloha ʻāina hope loa, “until the last aloha ʻāina” envelops
the solidarity and responsibility the Hawaiian people have to
their culture. The bravery and commitment the Native
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Hawaiian people proclaim are an example for other
indigenous groups who are silenced.
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When U.S. Representative Ilhan Omar (D-Minnesota) questioned Elliott Abrams about his involvement in the 1981 El Mozote
Massacre — in which the Salvadoran Army brutally killed more than 800 civilians execution-style, many of them women and
children — in front of the House Subcommittee on Foreign Affairs in February 2019, she awakened a monster that had been
sleeping away from the public’s eye for nearly 40 years. The El Mozote Massacre, in which nearly one thousand Salvadorans
were callously murdered —women and children included — helped to inaugurate the unprecedented and sadistic
counterrevolutionary violence supported materially and ideologically by the Reagan administration. Through eyewitness
accounts, political analysis and criticism of the state violence against rural leftists and villagers, the violent record of El Salvador
and its biggest supporter — the Reagan administration in Washington — is brought under full question, the survivors of its many
brutalities lifted up in a liberatory and long overdue history of the counterrevolutionary violence in Central America during the
1980s which shocked the largely rural and agrarian population into accepting economic violence under austerity and
neoliberalism during the 1990s.
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Eliott Abrams
“Suit and tie comes up to me
His face red like a rose on a thorn bush
Like all the colors of a royal flush
And he’s peeling off those dollar bills
Slappin‘ em down
One hundred, two hundred.”
- Bullet the Blue Sky, U2, lyrics by Bono
REVISITING THE LEGACY OF
MASSACRE IN FEBRUARY 2019

THE

EL

MOZOTE

“The U.S. policy in El Salvador was a fabulous
achievement.”
- Elliott Abrams, 1991
When U.S. Representative Ilhan Omar (D-Minnesota)
questioned Elliott Abrams about his involvement in the 1981
El Mozote Massacre—in which the Salvadoran Army brutally
killed more than 800 civilians execution-style, many of them
women and children—in front of the House Subcommittee on
Foreign Affairs in February 2019, she awakened a monster that
had been sleeping away from the public’s eye for nearly 40
years. Occurring less than a year into the Reagan
administration, the El Mozote Massacre represented the first
digitalcommons.wou.edu/pure

of many horrifying escalations of violence against the
working-class and their left-wing allies across Central
America, a string of policy that Abrams himself called a
“fabulous achievement” in a later interview. While Omar was
drawing attention to a forgotten atrocity, a bygone moment of
a Lost Decade, she was questioning the man who had just been
appointed as U.S. Special Representative for Venezuela as the
leadership of both American political parties was openly
calling for regime change in that country. Her questioning of
a moment in history that was immediately forgotten, swept
under the rug by Abrams and his Reagan-era counterparts,
reveals much about the modern history of a region consumed
by complete and total violence and death squads in the 1980s
before transitioning to economic violence and “violence to the
spirit” under neoliberalism in the 1990s onward. The El
Mozote Massacre, and the myriad of other military operations
funded and sponsored by the United States, represent a
concerted effort to wipe clean the political conscience of
nations, robbing the working-class of any hope or decency,
and paving the way for the indecency and inhumanity of
austerity-driven neoliberal policies, a return to order for the
capitalist class. Through case studies of El Salvador, including
the infamous December 1981 El Mozote Massacre, the picture
becomes clear; violent atrocities designed to shock and cleanse
ⓒ2020
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the working-class manufactured the instability that was
needed to justify the cruel economic doctrine of neoliberalism.

U.S. COUNTERREVOLUTIONARY POLICY TOWARD
CENTRAL AMERICA TAKES A VIOLENT TURN UNDER
THE REAGAN ADMINISTRATION
“Central America is the most important place in the world
for the United States today.”
- Jeane Kirkpatrick, 1981
By the time Ronald Reagan took office in 1981, the United
States had already authored a long history of imperial actions
south of their borders. Even during Latin American
administrations less favorable toward Uncle Sam, U.S.
corporations were making all-time profits at the end of the
Carter administration, investing $3.8 billion from 1950 to 1965
and netting $11.2 billion in profits, contrasting with the $8.1
billion invested in Europe with $5.5 billion in profits 1.
Howard Zinn describes the relationship between the
relatively newly minted “multinational corporations” (MNCs)
and their poorer southern neighbors as “the classic imperial
situation.” 2 Indeed, infrequent trade protections under more
progressive populist administrations could not keep MNCs
from massive profits at the expense of local ecosystems and the
Latin American working-class. While the United States relied
on imports from poorer Latin American and African nations
for much of their luxury industries, they offered exports of
their own: the School of the Americas located in the Panama
Canal zone trained and funded counterrevolutionary
guerrillas that attacked leftist governments and organizations
during the 1980s. This balancing act of imports and exports
was threatened when leftist forces eager to end American
imperialism came aboard in Nicaragua just before Reagan’s
election; the U.S.-backed Nicaraguan dynastic dictatorship
had been ousted in 1979 after a year-long coup attempt by the
leftist Sandinistas, named after Nicaraguan revolutionary hero
Augusto Sandino. The end of the Somoza dynasty meant the

1

Howard Zinn, A People's History of the United States: 1492Present (Revised and Updated Edition) (New York, NY: Harper
Perennial, 1995), 556
2
Ibid, 556
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U.S. could no longer rely on Nicaragua, which had long been
a reliable ally in the region, “a base for the projection of U.S.
power.” 3 It quickly became an infamous proxy zone for the
Cold War, and sparked fears within the U.S. national security
state apparatus that similar peasant rebellion could take hold
in the surrounding El Salvador, Guatemala, or Honduras.
The success of the Cuban Revolution two decades prior had
reignited the hopes of revolutionaries across the region,
prompting a rise in legitimacy for many leftist groups. First,
the Somoza dictatorship fell, giving rise in legitimacy to the
leftist Sandinista coalition, followed by a renewed threat to the
Guatemalan military regime and the rising success of popular
organizations in El Salvador, which Chomsky argues is what
directly led to the Reagan administration’s increase in
murderous violence in Nicaragua and El Salvador. It all ties
together nicely in the administration’s United Nations
Ambassador Jeane Kirkpatrick’s 1981 United Nations
statement that, “Central America is the most important place
in the world for the United States today.” 4 It’s then no
coincidence that the El Mozote Massacre, forgotten in public
memory, but one of the most hideous atrocities in the history
of the western hemisphere, occurred less than a year into the
Reagan presidency, sponsored by the U.S. and with the
support of U.S. Assistant Secretary of State for Human Rights
and Humanitarian Affairs (a laughably ironic title) Elliott
Abrams, who in 2019 was skewered by Ilhan Omar during
testimony. Jeane Kirkpatrick is quoted in full below, in a 1979
interview
with
Commentary:
Traditional autocrats leave in place existing allocations
of wealth, power, status, and other resources which in
most societies favor an affluent few and maintain
masses in poverty. But they worship traditional gods
and observe traditional taboos… because the miseries
of traditional life are familiar, they are bearable to

3

Noam Chomsky, Turning the Tide: U.S. Intervention in Central
America and the Struggle for Peace (Chicago: Haymarket
Books, 2015), 8
4
Walter Lafeber, “The Reagan Administration and Revolutions
in Central America,” Political Science Quarterly 99, no. 1
(1984): p. 1, https://doi.org/10.2307/2150256)
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ordinary people who, growing up in the society, learn
to cope… 5
In other words, the Reagan administration favored the
preservation of the preexisting conditions of cancerous
capitalism, spreading without hope of removal through the
rural villages of Central America. Any operation to remove the
cancer was unacceptable; its existence was to be terminal for
the rural peasantry. Chomsky details the rapid increase in
malpractice; “As Reagan took over in 1981, the massacres
increased both in sadism and scale, with 12,501 cases [of
civilian torture in El Salvador] documented by the Legal Aid
Service for 1981.” 6 Military aid, too, increased as Reagan
became President; in the years between 1946 and 1979, when
El Salvador could comfortably hold its own against insurgent
leftist guerrillas, total U.S. military aid to El Salvador equaled
$16.7 million. Reagan’s first year in office alone saw the figure
increase to $82 million. 7 Reagan national security adviser
Richard Allen offered his own explanation for the escalation
in 1980, before the administration assumed office: “U.S.
military power has always been the basis for the development
of a just and humane foreign policy,” adding that, “what we
need is another Teddy Roosevelt.” 8

imperial interests. This paper does not specifically address
Reagan’s funding of the Contras in Nicaragua to account for
length and readability, though this example proves the same
point and illustrates the numerous violations of human rights
by the administration.

“From the firefly
A red orange glow
See the face of fear
Runnin' scared in the valley below."
- Bullet the Blue Sky, U2, lyrics by Bono

BULLET THE BLUE SKY: THE EL MOZOTE MASSACRE
AND
“VIOLENCE
TO
THE
SPIRIT”

The events in El Salvador will make clear that the Reagan
administration — which ran on the Republican Party plank of
combatting “Marxist destabilization of Central America” —
intended to use the region as a laboratory for the economic
reforms that would come to be known as neoliberalism across
the world. By escalating violence against rural working-class
populations, counterrevolutionary groups funded and trained
by the United States could shock the population into accepting
the political realities of austerity-driven neoliberal policy in
the following decades. By cleansing society of leftists and their
sympathizers, regimes in Nicaragua and El Salvador
specifically could reclaim the region for right-wing and U.S.

Numerous human rights organizations — including an
Amnesty International trip to Nicaragua and El Salvador
attended by Bono, vocalist of popular rock band U2, which
inspired the lyrics to “Bullet the Blue Sky” — visited Central
America throughout the 1980s to monitor the widespread
allegations of human rights abuses by Salvadoran death
squads, all with the same takeaway; a physician claiming that
“the worst atrocities were carried out by U.S-trained elite
battalions,” 9; the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence
reporting that “numerous Salvadoran officials in the military
and security forces… have been involved in encouraging or
conducting death squad activities” 10; a medical mission of the
US National Academy of Sciences reporting that “wherever
we turned we found the chilling effects of… the repression of
human beings by the systematic use of terror in ways that are
hideous and frightful” 11; the International Committee of the
Red Cross cabling that “perhaps as many as ninety percent of
detainees are being tortured during interrogation” 12; and in
1985, the Salvadoran Commission of Human Rights stating
that “torture in El Salvador has become customary as a method

5
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of work, considered natural and necessary by those who
practice it.” 13 Across the board, human rights organizations
and eyewitness accounts detail murder in the most brutal
terms: following rape, dismemberment and humiliation, often
while the victims’ families watched. The Economist, in 1985,
wrote of the “ten of thousands of murders committed since
1979 by military-manned death squads, with many more
tortured and arrested, in El Salvador alone.” 14 All of these
heinous acts escalated once the Reagan administration took
office, and they are all contained within eyewitness accounts
of the El Mozote Massacre, occurring in December 1981.
December 11, 1981, may well be the date of the worst
massacre in the history of the western hemisphere, though
it has been all but completely written out of history.
Eyewitness accounts and human rights organizations
charge El Salvador’s elite U.S.-trained Atlacatl Battalion
with murdering more than 800 civilians in the rural El
Mozote that day, many of them women and children, as
part of the broader “Operación Rescate”. The gruesome
details are even more haunting. Quoted in full below, Jon
Schwarz of The Intercept details the most severe of
eyewitness accounts that December day:
In one instance, a Catholic priest reported that a peasant
woman briefly left her three small children in the care
of her mother and sister. When she returned, she found
that all five had been decapitated by the Salvadoran
National Guard. Their bodies were sitting around a table,
with their hands placed on their heads in front of them,
“as though each body was stroking its own head.” The
hand of one, a toddler, apparently kept slipping off her
small head, so it had been nailed onto it. At the center of
the table was a large bowl full of blood. 15
Other survivors remember soldiers joking about raping
children as young as 10, bragging that 12 year-olds were their
favorite, and even seeing a soldier toss a 3 year-old into the
air, catching and spearing it on his bayonet. Branko Marcetic
and Micah Uetrecht for Jacobin summarize, “El Mozote
showed what the Salvadoran regime was capable of, and what
13
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15
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the US government was willing to tolerate, excuse, and cover
for in service of supposed anticommunism.” 16
For the Salvadoran government — a patchwork military junta
joined by the National Guard and security apparatus, under
the collective ESAF title — this represented a possibility to
attack villages that had yet to come under the representation
of El Salvador’s guerrilla groups, hoping they could be
violently shocked into obedience. They targeted Catholicmajority villages which practiced the “liberation theology”
that guided the leftist insurgent groups, making easy targets of
the Church and its followers. El Mozote was confirmed by
both Salvadoran and outside sources to be one of the few
protestant-majority villages, with no influence of liberation
theology, but they were not spared. For the United States, as
historian Greg Grandin so succinctly analyzes, preserving
social and economic control over Central America through
armed conflicts allowed the Reagan administration and the
resurgent Right to claim clean hands, purport to support
human rights, and reaffirm national purpose and military
superiority after dispiriting defeat in Vietnam. And by calling
what was essentially extrajudicial summary execution of
leftists and any working-class peasants willing to stand with
them the “Salvadoran Civil War,” they could claim to uphold
democracy by supporting the military junta claiming
leadership of El Salvador.
In fact, the United States could also claim ignorance when
their support for Salvadoran war criminals went sideways and
garnered national attention in the United States. Elliott
Abrams’ first day as Assistant Secretary of State, the day after
the El Mozote Massacre, was perfectly timed as the
administration sought to cover up their involvement. It would
become a pattern for Abrams, who was indicted by Congress
on perjury charges after lying under oath about the Reagan
administration’s involvement in the Iran-Contra affair,
though he was later pardoned by George H.W. Bush and has

https://theintercept.com/2019/01/30/elliott-abramsvenezuela-coup/)
16
Micah Uetricht and Branko Marcetic, “Remember El
Mozote,” Jacobin, December 12, 2016,
https://www.jacobinmag.com/2016/12/el-mozote-el-salvadorwar-reagan-atlacatl-massacre)
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since served in three presidential administrations. 17 A 1991
cable from the U.S. Defense Intelligence Agency titled “El
Mozote After Ten Years”, recovered by the University of
Washington in a 2017 FOIA request, perfectly encapsulates
the attitudes that right-wing presidencies held toward the
violent atrocities carried out by El Salvador’s 1980s military
regimes in a primary source document. The recently
declassified attache was seen by high-ranking members of
both the Defense and State Departments (including, of course,
Elliott Abrams) — likely holdovers in the preceding Bush
administration that produced the document — and describe
survivors of the “alleged El Mozote Massacre” as sounding
“actually rather convincing — in a well-rehearsed sort of
way,” and the eyewitness accounts as “the story of the alleged
massacre passing into left-wing folklore.” 18 Even worse, the
authors of the document question whether or not El Mozote
even existed, offering little more than “no further evidence of
a town proper.” 19 A declassified 1981 Defense Department
Report of the United States Southern Command, obtained in
the same FOIA request, reveals that the United States sold
$13.9 million in arms to El Salvador during 1981, the same
year of the El Mozote Massacre, Reagan’s first in office. 20 It is
reasonable to expect that these were the same weapons used
to open fire on the 800 civilians in the El Mozote Massacre,
though the machetes used in beheadings were most likely
domestically manufactured, resolving the U.S. of some
responsibility.
The United States government has long held two positions on
violence in El Salvador and the El Mozote Massacre; 1) that
eyewitnesses embellished numbers of combat deaths, or even
17
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that the Massacre did not take place; and 2) that any violence
occurring in El Salvador (as well as Nicaragua, Guatemala,
Honduras, and so on) was necessary in the struggle against
communism and for democracy. And so, when the official
policy of denial becomes impossible due to historical facts
inconveniently revealing themselves, U.S. officials pivot to
the second position: that violence was necessary. Jeane
Kirkpatrick in 1982 praised the Salvadoran government’s
“moral quality” and Eliott Abrams, in 1993, wistfully
remembered the U.S. policy in El Salvador as a “fabulous
achievement.” His testimony was given after a United Nations
Truth Commission, which pressured the Salvadoran
government to excavate El Mozote in 1992. They recovered
the skulls of 143 individuals. Hauntingly, just 12 of them did
not belong to children. 21 The forensic anthropologists with
the blessing of the commission concluded:
All these facts tend to indicate the perpetration of a
massive crime, there being no evidence to support the
theory of a confrontation between two groups… the
physical evidence from the exhumation of the convent
house at El Mozote confirms the allegations of a mass
murder. 22
The same commission found that 95 percent of the more than
75,000 civilian deaths during the “civil war” could be
attributed to the same Salvadoran forces that were armed,
trained, and funded by the United States, 23 under the direct
watch of Elliott Abrams, who in 1983 attributed U.S. Central
American policy to “the simple fact that we believe the world
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to be an exceedingly dangerous place.” 24 He amended the
statement in 1985 for the New York Times, directly stating
“the purpose of our aid is to permit people who are fighting on
our side to use more violence.” 25
The victims of these atrocities are only just now having some
justice served with the 1993 amnesty law — which prevented
investigation into the Massacre, and thus reparations to the
families — being overturned by El Salvador’s Supreme Court
in 2012. In October of the same year, the Inter-American
Court found El Salvador guilty of committing the massacre,
covering it up, and failing to investigate, also ordering the
government to re-open the investigation, punish the
perpetrators, and compensate victims’ relatives — to the tune
of $2 million total over the next two years. 26 But justice
delayed is justice denied, and no amount of reparations can
ever account for the genocidal violence against the entire
civilian working-class population of El Salvador throughout
the 1980s.
THE MARCH TOWARD NEOLIBERALISM

“We asked for food; they gave us bullets.”
Salvadoran church official, in Chomsky
The above quotation, taken from a Salvadoran church official
during the 1980s, reveals much about the political realities set
in motion by the cleansing violence of the ESAF and the
economic doctrine that would be ushered in with U.S. support
in the following decade. Chomsky writes, “when the country
was sufficiently terrorized and any hope of independent
politics was eliminated, the U.S. ran staged elections.” 27 The
chief foreign correspondent of The Guardian, covering what
was a momentous return to democracy for the embattled
24
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Salvadoran state in 1984, commented that it was not “the
hunger for democracy which made people push and shove
frantically to get to the front of the voting line, but rather fear
of army, police or death-squad reprisals.” 28 British historian
Timothy Garton Ash offered the view that some voted in “the
hope that this mysterious ritual would somehow bring them
the one thing which they desire before all others: peace.” 29
This haunting anecdote squares with the motives behind
violence in El Salvador during the first quarter of the decade,
clearing the country of leftists before running elections which
could only be won by the Christian Democrats, the political
extension of the ESAF and the death squads. Aryeh Neier of
Americas Watch and Helsinki Watch confirms that “gross
abuses of human rights are not incidental to the way the armed
forces of El Salvador conduct their war against the guerrillas,”
adding, most crucially, that “the principal reason that those
abuses continue at such a high rate…is that the murders instill
terror, the means whereby the armed forces maintain their
authority.” 30
So when Elliott Abrams claims that his “fabulous
achievement” statement about El Salvador is justified by the
democratic election of President José Duarte in 1984, he must
be referring to the gunboat democracy of the early twentieth
century. Voters therefore could then become participants in
the American experiment of neoliberalism in Central
America, with violence dying down (though not entirely
ending) as Duarte’s government imposed massive austerity
measures. Salvadoran labor leader Wilfredo Berríos describes
the ensuing reforms as an end to the “war of bullets” but as the
“the political, social, and economic war” beginning again
“under the rules of the right, the rules of capitalism, and the
rules of the United States.” 31 The Caribbean Basin Initiative
(CBI), “a development program that offered low tariffs and
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27
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investment money in exchange for cooperation with U.S.
policy aims in the region,” 32 which had been introduced by
the Reagan administration in 1982, was extended to the newly
formed Duarte government and “Central America became
home to one of the earliest efforts to tie market-driven growth
to curbing leftist forces in Latin America.” 33 The Duarte
regime further cut government spending (except for the
armed forces), privatized state-owned enterprises (including
banks), and adopted the dollar as official currency. El Salvador
implemented the most extensive neoliberal reforms of any
Central American country, with newly privatized banks
securing loans from the United States Agency for
International Development (USAID), the International
Monetary Fund (IMF), World Bank, and Inter-American
Development Bank. The World Bank and Heritage
Foundation glowingly praised El Salvador for ranking at the
top of Central American free-market reforming countries,
becoming one of the most open economies in the world by the
2000s, though sociologists place direct blame on these
neoliberal reforms for causing El Salvador to become one of
the most violence-ridden countries in the world. 34 In many
ways, from the widespread violence to the absence of hope
among the working-class and repression of leftists, the legacy
of neoliberalism in El Salvador does not differ from the period
of brutal violence intended to pave the way for its
implementation.
CONCLUSIONS ON VIOLENCE

“See the rain comin’ through the gapin’ wound
Pelting the women and children
Who run into the arms
of America.”
- Bullet the Blue Sky, U2, lyrics by Bono
Salvadorans experienced a period of unprecedented state
violence from 1979-1992 popularly known as the Salvadoran
Civil War, though can a one-sided period of repressive
brutalities brought against civilians and patchwork guerrilla
forces really be known as a civil war? Is it a civil war when
one side perpetrates 95 percent of atrocities, violence designed
https://nacla.org/news/2015/03/16/war-other-means-elsalvador)
32
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to shock the population into accepting elections masquerading
as democracy but transparently in the interests of an imperial
neighbor? Or does any of it matter when the legacy left behind
was enveloped by more violence, this time economic and
social, in the immediate aftermath of the 1992 peace accord?
The legacy of El Salvador’s dirty war is one that was crafted in
Washington, in closed-door meetings involving State and
Defense Department officials, trained in the School of the
Americas in the Panama Canal Zone, and installed into
practice with the support of the highest U.S. officials. The
Reagan administration came into office with clear goals that
were made so during the 1980 presidential election. A rightwing presidency which forever changed the course of politics
steadfastly pursued anticommunist allies in regimes around
the world, with Latin America — Central America,
specifically — receiving the brunt of American force. Unable
to sell direct armed conflicts to the American public, Reagan
and Assistant Secretary of State Elliott Abrams created
sophisticated systems of uncivilized violence to be rained
down upon leftist insurgents in rural El Salvador and the
peasants that dared to hope for a better quality of life. With
unceasing military and economic aid — which at one point
soared to $1 million a day — the United States was able to fight
back the hope of the Central American working-class, which
had been boosted by the success of Cuban revolutionaries in
1959 and by the ousting of the Somoza dictatorship by
Sandinistas in 1979. By eradicating the leftist threat, Reagan
was able to make El Salvador into a sandbox for neoliberalism,
the economic doctrine which would reign supreme in the
United States — and across the world — for the foreseeable
future.
Of course, it was not the United States alone which brutalized
the civilian population of El Salvador. José Duarte and the
ESAF — and their many death squads — assured the success
of neoliberal reforms by removing the threat of
revolutionaries and anyone who had ever come across them.
In rural El Salvador that meant torching entire villages and
raping their civilian inhabitants, both literally and
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metaphorically. It’s no coincidence that the Church was one
of the first targets of the death squads, as surely no Salvadorans
could believe in the grace of God after being subjected to such
atrocities. The details of these crimes against humanity —
there is no other term harsh enough — are enough to compel
tears; women raped — regardless of age — children speared
on bayonets, men shot execution-style before being beheaded,
the atrocities defy the limits of imagination and demonstrate
the extent to which counterrevolutionary forces will go to
preserve traditional allocations of wealth and power. All of it
leading to the imposition of neoliberal economic reforms on
shocked populations desiring nothing more than peace.
Within the context of Central American counterrevolutionary
campaigns, El Salvador’s was the most brutal in its murder.
To those who have studied any period of United States history,
the application of violence through imperialism comes as no
surprise. And by all accounts of eyewitnesses and historians of
the atrocities committed by the ESAF and Duarte military
regime in El Salvador during the 1980s, there was nothing
remarkable or unique about the violence. Even the El Mozote
Massacre — a blood-chilling military execution of nearly one
thousand unarmed civilians; women and children the
recipients of the worst abuses — is rarely mentioned in history
textbooks, with no mention in Clayton et. al.’s A New History
of Modern Latin America. The willful amnesia of American
empire is one of the greatest crimes in existence, and decades
of denial by the Salvadoran government has precluded the
families of victims from ever receiving justice. Anyone outside
of a twentieth century Latin American history course will
likely never know the El Mazote Massacre, will never read the
horrifying accounts of the few survivors. The Lost Decade that
is the 1980s in Latin American history should someday be
found by all, the crimes of genocidal right-wing regimes
exposed to public consciousness, and the perpetrators held
accountable.
I have little faith in this ever happening.
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Through semiotics, framing and Marxist methods of analysis, this essay examines the heroic framing of Ernesto “Che” Guevara
presented in the film Diarios de Motocicleta. The plot of the film follows the road trip Guevara takes with his friend Alberto
Granado on an old motorcycle through South America. As they witness poverty and inequality across the continent, there are
many instances where it would seem that Ernesto is beginning to form the communist ideologies which eventually guide him to
be the face of revolution. The film downplays these ideologies by only commenting on classism through the use of material signs,
which Ernesto overcomes physically rather than philosophically. This depiction of material problems with physical solutions
creates a simpler situation for the audience to comprehend; one in which the morality of Ernesto is unquestionable, and his
selflessness is emphasized through physical sacrifice.
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My first exposure to the idea of communism was through
my social studies teacher in the seventh grade, who briefly
described the economic system before highlighting the
crimes of communist dictators. I came away associating
communism with murder and captivity, priding myself on
America’s capitalism, which I’m sure was my teacher’s
intention. Almost ten years after that, while I had developed
a skepticism for capitalism, I still connected communism
with only negatives. This is why I expected a blood bath
when my Spanish professor asked me to watch the film
Diarios de Motocicleta which follows the life of Ernesto
“Che” Guevara. I knew almost nothing about Guevara
outside of his methods of guerilla warfare and Marxist
ideologies. With all of the assumptions about this ideology
instilled in me for so long, as well as a lack of knowledge for
anything but his war crimes, how did it happen that I came
away from the film thinking he was a hero? I will explore
this question through the following essay, in which I will use
Marxist analysis, semiotics and framing to analyze the
creation of Ernesto's heroic frame through the downplaying
of his Marxist ideologies and the emphasis of his physical
struggles.
As Diarios de Motocicleta follows the development of a
Marxist, it seems only appropriate to analyze the film using
Marxist analysis. As other theories of criticism analyze the
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function of certain signs and symbols within society, Marxist
analysis confronts the function of society itself. As Berger
states “the mode of production (economic relationships) is
the base or the ‘determinant element’ in our thoughts,”
meaning that we process everything within the constraints of
our economic system (41). The film takes place within a
capitalist society, so the ideology of division between the
bourgeoisie and the proletariat is the ‘determinate element”
in the film and also the underlying source of conflict. Berger
explains that this division of classes is created through a false
consciousness created by the ruling class. False consciousness
is the theory that all of our ideas are the ideas the ruling class
wants us to have (44). These ideas force the proletariat to
remain in roles of alienation, which perpetuates the
underlying ideology of the ruling class that claims classism to
be natural and unchangeable (50, 48). Guevara was killed by
the CIA for his attempts to destroy this ideology, by any
means necessary.
Interestingly, the film doesn’t touch on Guevara’s
involvement in the communist revolution which he is
remembered most for. Instead it tells the story of his life
before becoming a Marxist, specifically the journey across
Latin America he takes with his friend Alberto Granado. This
story stresses Ernesto’s realization of his own privilege as he
attempts to lessen the divide between classes, while hinting
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at the Marxist ideology he develops through semiotic signs.
Semiotic analysis is the analysis of signs and what they
signify based on what meanings they carry in society (Berger
2) . Signs like this are present throughout the film, as they
work to associate the bourgeoisie with innocence and
villainize the false consciousness of superiority brought on by
capitalism, allowing Ernesto to step into a heroic frame when
he alone denounces these symbols. “Framing” is a method
which analyzes how the structure of an artifact’s
presentation affects the audience's thoughts. In this case I
will be analyzing the partiality of the film, meaning I will
deconstruct which aspects of Guevara’s life are downplayed
or emphasized (Ott and Oaki 485). I have associated Ernesto
with a “Heroic Frame” as many aspects of his morality are
emphasized and while his economic stances are downplayed
due to their subtle representations through symbols. Ernesto
is also made a hero through the emphasis of his physical
struggles in the film as he attempts to overcome the material
symbols of division. In presenting capitalism through
material signs that Ernesto must overcome physically rather
than philosophically, the film downplays the Marxist
ideology of Guevara and gives the audience a way to
sympathize with the distress Ernesto feels in shedding his
false consciousness surrounding injustice.
I will begin by addressing the aspects of the film that work to
humanize the bourgeoisie, painting them as victims of their
own making,which decreases the audience’s inclination to
villainize the upper class. In pardoning the bourgeoisie of any
blame regarding the injustices of capitalism, the film
emphasizes the ideology itself to be the villain of the story,
and gives Ernesto someone to save, which functions to put
him into a heroic frame without identifying a specific group
of people for him to be fighting against. This creates a sense
that Ernesto is the hero of all classes and downplays
Guevara’s conviction of the bourgeoisie while stressing the
morality of his character.
This victimization of the bourgeoisie is done through the use
of the color white in the scenes which feature the upper
class. An unignorable presence of white is first displayed at
the beginning of the film where Ernesto is shown packing
things for his journey, and then speaking with family about
his future travels. They sit at a large dining room table in a
well-furnished home. His parents and siblings wear only
white. The color appears again at the mansion-like home of
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Ernesto’s girlfriend as well as among the doctors at San
Pablo. This semiotic sign suggests that the bourgeoisie is
associated with peace, thus symbolizing their false
consciousness regarding the injustices in the world
surrounding them. They do not recognize the privilege they
have in their ability to live in ignorance towards the struggle
of those less fortunate.
Ernesto too lives with this false consciousness as he fails to
realize the struggle that exists outside of medical school
fueled by a system that has always benefited him. In a letter
to his mother, Ernesto explains how he feels “closer to the
land” now that they are on the road and free from boring
lectures and exams, a statement which reflects the
“naturalness” he still associates with poverty. This proximity
to nature is what gets them into trouble, however, when a
few scenes later a huge storm blows their tent into the river,
and it is swept away. While Alberto curses the river in
response, Ernesto calls out “Just take it!”, with arms raised
toward the water. The submission he demonstrates towards
the natural force of the river reflects the helplessness he has
associated with being a proletarian. He is driven by the false
consciousness that the improvisation aspect of being lower
class will be something exciting rather than a struggle and
thus does not react harshly. This set back is simply
contributing to the thrill seeking aspect of his motivation,
and it masks the underlying Marxist commentary as just
another event on a glorified road trip. This could be a reason
for casting García Bernal, who is most known for his role in
the film “Y Tu Mamá También” directed by Alfonso Cuaron
which follows the crazy road trip between two teenage boys,
released just three years prior to Diarios de Motocicleta in
2001.
The symbol of white fuels this ignorance towards the
injustices of the proletariat as it also suggests a purity about
the bourgeoisie, and an innocence which frees them of any
guilt surrounding their privileges. This aspect of the film
functions to take blame away from the bourgeoisie, which
allows the message of the story to reach a broader audience
as it does not convict any specific group and thus does not
create the same tension that a real presentation of Guevara’s
Marxist ideology might.
In excusing the bourgeoisie, the villain of the story becomes
the ideology of capitalism itself, as both the proletariat and
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the bourgeoisie are presented as victims of it. Ernesto’s father
is an example of this victimization. He disapproves of
Ernesto’s trip originally, but later when they are saying
farewells, he has a change of heart saying if he were younger
he too would go off on that motorcycle. This statement from
his father suggests that he wishes he could be enlightened
but it seems too late for him, which supports the ideology
that classism is unavoidable or too ingrained in society to
change now. The fact that his father wishes he had the same
opportunity as Ernesto functions to depict the bourgeoisie as
victims of their own creation alongside the proletariat, as he
too cannot live the way he would like because of the
hegemony brought on by the ideology of capitalism (Berger
41). Ernesto’s decision to leave on this journey becomes
something he is doing for the sake of his father as well as to
expose himself to the struggles of being a part of the
proletariat, which suggests he could be a hero to both classes
of people.
As Berger suggests, “heroes can control men, but cannot
control matter, and Marxist heroes are those who denounce
consumerism” (55). Ernesto falls into both categories of a
hero, as he is willing to subject himself to the forces of
nature, and he is never concerned for material resources as
he travels with his friend. The clearest example of Ernesto’s
rejection of consumerist culture is introduced through a
subplot around fifteen American dollars given to Ernesto by
his girlfriend Chichina. Alberto often asks Ernesto to spend
the money to buy them much needed food and supplies as
they travel, but Ernesto always refuses. He explains that
Chichina gave him the money so that he would buy her a
swimsuit if he made it to America, and he won’t spend it on
anything else. Even when Ernesto becomes extremely ill at
one point in the film due to his asthma, he won’t spend the
money on a hospital. This suggests that the money, to
Ernesto, is representative of his loyalty to Chichina rather
than a resource to be utilized. In giving this sentimental
meaning to the money, any use of the money outside of what
he has promised to do with it appears shallow, thus painting
Ernesto as a moral hero in contrast with a greedy Alberto.
Ernesto has control over Alberto’s material needs, signifying
his “control over man” but chooses to endure his illness,
demonstrating his lack of “control [over] matter”. It is
understandable that Ernesto wouldn’t break a promise to
Chichina just to feed his friend (who is often referred to as
the “chubby one”), but in demonstrating that he won’t even
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use the money on himself, Ernesto sets himself apart from
the rest of the consumerist driven society. This makes it
easier for the audience to single him out as the hero in the
story as he is never tempted by the capitalist ideology which
controls Alberto.
This newly targeted antagonist, capitalist ideology, is
interestingly never introduced directly in the film. As the
example above demonstrates, it is clear to a Marxist critic
what it is that has alienated Ernesto’s father. However, to an
audience not looking for such signs, this villain goes almost
unnoticed in the story. In fact, the word capitalism might not
even be used in the film at any point. Instead, the ideology of
capitalism is represented through semiotic signs, just as the
innocence of the bourgeoisie is represented through white.
The most noticeable sign of capitalist ideology in the film is
represented by the presence of “white collars” in the
costuming of the bourgeoisie. The symbol is mostly present
among the doctors in the San Pablo Leper Colony as they, of
course, wear white lab coats. The doctors also tend to wear
white collars outside of the work setting. Alberto and
Ernesto often don the collar as well when they are not on the
road. White collars in society have come to signify the top
portion of the working class, meaning the administrators and
bosses to the “blue collars”. These are the Wall Street
corporate-world workers that signify greed and scandal and
most of all new money. What is interesting about the
injection of this symbol into the film is that those who don
the white collar are not much wealthier than the rest of
society. In fact, there is hardly any talk of how much money
some characters have in comparison to others in the
dialogue. The white collar, then, is the only real indicator of
class, and if a character removes his collar, he removes any
special treatment he might receive with it. In making
appearance the only thing that signifies status, it is
impossible for the characters to maintain superiority because
there is nothing they have to demonstrate such dominance if
they are ever found without their collars on.
While Ernesto seems happy to shed his associations with the
upper class in order to have the true proletariat experience,
Alberto often attempts to maintain his superiority by lying to
people in order to get better treatment. His actions are an
example of hegemony which Berger describes as the
entitlement or “that which goes without saying” surrounding
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a fundamental need to maintain dominance over the lower
class (57). Alberto reflects this idea because he insists on his
own superiority even though he has nothing to prove it. It is
simply a given in his mind that he deserves better treatment
than the lower class. In behaving this way, Alberto
demonstrates the false consciousness fabricated around his
status ultimately revealing that the division of class is not
only immoral but also a mere illusion.
In one of the many examples of Alberto’s “bullshit,” as
Ernesto calls it, takes place after they lose the tent to the
river. Ernesto points up to a large white house, wondering if
they could go there for help. But, Alberto refuses, saying that
those “snobs” won’t help them, and they should get help
“among the people”. Alberto only seems comfortable asking
for help if he feels superior to whomever they are asking,
which explains why he would ask someone with nothing for
help rather than go to someone with potentially more
provisions to offer. They ask a man living in a cabin nearby
for a place to stay instead. Alberto insists they are doctors
curing terrifying diseases all over Latin America, attempting
to associate himself and Ernesto with the “white collar”
status. The man laughs at him, though, as he and Ernesto
stand dressed in their rugged brown jackets and pants. They
have gone from being bourgeois to “bums” as the man calls
them, implying that class is in fact movable. In stressing
Alberto’s struggle to maintain his superiority, his class is
revealed to be a construction of hegemonic assumptions,
which have no substance outside of what he believes about
himself and outside of his “white collar”.
The false consciousness of superiority becomes present again
once Alberto and Ernesto arrive at the San Pablo Leper
Colony. The colony is split into two sections: the doctors’
side and the lepers’ side. The Amazon River runs between
the two, so the characters have to use a boat to cross the
river. While this separation would seem to be a precaution to
prevent the spread of leprosy, the doctors tell Ernesto that
the virus is not contagious as long as it is being treated,
revealing the separation as simply a tool for perpetuating the
division of classes.
The river crossing scene is the most pivotal in the film
because we finally see Ernesto do something about all the
injustice he’s seen on their journey, alluding to his efforts in
the future to create unity. The Marxist commentary of this
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scene is recognizable through the analysis of the
paradigmatic signs which have represented the capitalist
ideology in the rest of the film. The symbolism of the color
white is present again in this scene as Ernesto starts on the
doctors’ side of the river among the “white collars” and white
buildings. Displaying this color once more reinstates
Ernesto’s rejection of capitalist ideology as he chooses to
swim away from the symbols which have represented the
ideology for the whole film. His rejection is especially
noticeable when he removes his own white collared shirt
before swimming across to reveal an undershirt, similar to
many worn on the opposite side of the river. In combating
the physical symbols of capitalism, Ernesto displays his
recognition and rejection of the false consciousness of
superiority which has caused the division of classes.
While the political commentary of this scene would appear
fairly obvious to those searching for it, in reality the scene
further disguises these hints of Guevara’s political ideology
through creating a simpler situation for the audience to
analyze. Through the use of “archetypal metaphor” as well as
a contrast in dialogue and color presented on the lepers’ side
of the river, the heroism of Ernesto becomes easy for
audiences of all cultures to recognize without having to
emphasize the political representation of his swim.
There are three parts to this scene that work to create a
heroic frame for Ernesto. The scene starts with
foreshadowing of his heroism through the creation of a
problem. Then the scene simplifies the division of sides
through paradigmatic coding. After that the story changes to
be about a hero and a victim which is presented through
cinematic coding.
I will start with the creation of a problem and the
foreshadowing of a hero. When Ernesto says he wants to go
across the river, Alberto tells him he has to wait until
tomorrow when a boat can take him. The logical response
then would be to wait until the next day, but Ernesto insists
saying, “mi cumpleaños es hoy no mañana,” meaning “my
birthday is today not tomorrow”. Framed in a different way,
Ernesto’s response could easily be viewed as very foolish. He
has no obligation to cross, and no one expects it of him in the
context of the film. The audience, however, has been
anticipating Ernesto to do something heroic since the first
shot in the scene where he is depicted staring across the
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river. He is shot from underneath, making him appear
powerful which alludes to the icon he will become. The
perspective becomes balanced again when his friend joins
him near the water, suggesting that this power Ernesto has
belongs only to him. Through separating Ernesto from his
friend in the scene and emphasizing that he is the only one
to recognize an issue, the scene creates a sort of pedestal for
Ernesto. He is more than a foreshadowed hero, because he is
now a foreshadowed martyr--alone in his beliefs. This creates
a sense of empathy in the audience while also ensuring that
Ernesto is depicted as the most moral of the two characters
and which makes the audience more likely to side with him,
despite the illogical decision he makes.
The next thing the scene does is simplify the problem
Ernesto faces through paradigmatic patterns in color as well
as material signs. Within the scene, there is a dominance of
two colors: black and white. This would have been an
anticipated effect by the filmmakers and not a subconscious
add-on. They have chosen to shoot at night, meaning colors
that would normally be lighter, but not necessarily pure
white, appear to be so due to the crushing blacks that
contrast them. This is most recognizable as Ernesto begins
swimming across the water. The only light in these shots are
in his arms and face as well as the small waves created by his
movement. Everywhere else is a deep black color. In using
the “archetypal metaphor” of light and dark, the meaning in
this scene becomes recognizable to a broader audience
(Osborn 116). Michael Osborn, in his essay “Archetypal
metaphor in rhetoric: The light‐dark family” says that
archetypal metaphors are recognizable across cultures and
through generations because they are rooted in connections
to human experience (116). Darkness can be given such a
negative connotation no matter where it is spoken about
because darkness impairs human’s most useful sense, the
ability to see. Without it, we are unable to see the threats
around us, thus the darkness becomes representative of all
that is unknown, as well as all that is potentially harmful to
humanity (118). Using this color to represent the very thing
Ernesto is swimming through suggests that he is braving
much more than a river as he swims and is representative of
the moral confusion surrounding the communist revolution.
In contrast, Ernesto is the only white light among all of this
darkness, suggesting he is the sole carrier of hope that can
navigate the unknowns of the river. Osborn says that light
presents hope because of its direct connection to survival and
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the energy we get from the light of the sun (122). Associating
Ernesto with this fundamental aspect of life gives the
audience a natural inclination to cheer for him as he
represents survival itself, and no longer just the destruction
of social injustice in Latin America.
In comparison to the doctors’ side, the lepers’ side is lit with
very warm light. The colors are much more present here
than anywhere else in the scene. The warmth of the light,
the oranges and reds, symbolize passion and love, things that
are somewhat lost in the purity of white symbolized in the
hospital-like cleanliness of the doctors’ side. This passion is
supported by the enthusiasm of the cheers coming from the
lepers side of the river. They all call to Ernesto using his first
name, which contrasts with the occasional shouts of
muchacho and la puta madre coming from the doctors.
Muchacho translates directly as “boy” which creates a very
impersonal relationship between Ernesto and the other
doctors. Alberto is the one who shouts the profanity “la puta
madre” which suggests an anger and frustration towards
Ernesto rather than a general concern for his well-being.
Alberto even says “piense en mí tu mamá me va a matar”
which translates “think of me, your mom is going to kill me,”
associating selfishness with the doctors’ side of the river,
which may provoke Ernesto to continue swimming away.
The lepers use Ernesto’s name again and again to encourage
him, which symbolizes the unity and relationship he has
formed with them. He is not just a doctor to them but also
their friend. All of these things work together to make the
lepers’ side of the river seem more lively, more concerned
with humanity than the doctors’ side. The first leper to
notice Ernesto swimming across is even dressed identically to
Ernesto, which reinforces that the lepers side is where he
belongs. Depicting Ernesto swimming away from the
symbols of capitalism and towards symbols of unity serves to
represent his rejection of capitalist ideology. To the audience,
however, the scene is presented as a simple choice Ernesto
makes to be with people who care for him on his birthday as
opposed to people who treat him impersonally. This makes it
easier for audiences to side with Ernesto without having to
analyze the logic of his decision to make the swim, nor the
politics of what his swim represents. The filmmakers have
created a simpler situation which distracts from the political
representations of his swim.
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Through the contrast in the responses of both sides, the scene
also suggests that Ernesto’s swim has great value to the
lepers, which gives him someone to be a hero for. As the
doctors are constantly shouting at Ernesto to come back, the
lepers immediately cheer him on despite the fact that his
choice to swim across the river does not greatly affect them.
If Ernesto finishes his swim, they just get to see him a few
hours sooner than they would have. However, they cheer for
him as if there is much more at stake. No one considers that
they are encouraging him to put himself in extreme danger
which makes the audience forget this detail as well. This
response to Ernesto’s actions gives him someone to be the
hero for, which then creates a moral duty for him to finish
the swim. This moral duty is also present in the sense that
Ernesto is a doctor and that he is swimming towards people
who are sick. He has relational value to the lepers as well as a
logical value to them. The audience, in seeing that this action
is benefitting someone, now has a simpler situation of
morality to relate to Ernesto outside of the confusing issues
of revolution. In doing this, the story shifts from a story of
division to a story about a hero and a victim.

time more intense to the point where Alberto removes
Ernesto’s white collared shirt in order to give him a shot of
adrenaline and save him from suffocating. This scene is the
climax of the film as it is where Ernesto seems to finally
realize the injustice which his false consciousness had
allowed him to avoid for so long. Leading up to his attack,
the camera cuts between Ernesto’s stressed breathing and
shots of the travel conditions on the lepers boat behind them,
implying that the injustice is the cause of his physical pain
rather than the water and air conditions. As the asthma
attack is brought on Ernesto is seen writing in his journal, as
pictures of the lepers flash across the screen between shots.
This suggests that he is thinking about them as he writes.
Rather than expressing his thoughts however, even just by
showing what he has written in a frame or two, the
filmmakers have chosen to emphasize Ernesto’s painful
realization through the depiction of a physically painful
attack. In doing this, the scene acts as a way for the audience
to sympathize with Ernesto without recognizing the Marxist
ideology he is developing, while also creating associations
between injustice, water, and Ernesto’s suffering.

To the Marxist critic this final scene is a clear resolution of
Ernesto’s struggle with recognizing the injustice in South
America. To the typical audience, the scene is a clear
resolution of a created problem within Ernesto about who
gets to see him most on his birthday, which distracts from
the issues of class that the river represents. The story
becomes much more about the value of friendship Ernesto
has created with the lepers, and the morality he displays in
acting as a hero for them.

The audience is drawn back to these associations when
Ernesto traverses the river. His struggle begins to show as he
nears the shore and his face seems to barely appear above the
river before he gets a mouthful of water and is submerged
again. We start to hear his fighting breaths louder than
anything else, reminding the audience of his almost fatal
attack earlier. At the same time, the doctors stop shouting
and are just watching nervously, which indicates that the
audience too, should be holding their breath now rather than
cheering. A quiet drum beat is heard. The music contains a
low base drum followed by more shallow drums. The slow
and faint beat of the lower drum serves to reflect the
slowness of Ernesto’s movements as he becomes more weary.
The higher pitched drums are quick, and reflect the
shallowness of Ernesto’s breath. This music emphasizes his
struggle and shifts the focus from the shouts of the two
opposing sides. The drastic changes in sound as well as the
visual changes in Ernesto’s swimming, presented in this part
of the scene, draw attention to the potential that Ernesto
won’t make it across. Raising the stakes in this way stresses
the Heroism of Ernesto, because his action now is a sacrifice
as well as a risk because he is clearly suffering through this
process.

Ernesto’s heroism becomes even more recognizable towards
the end of the river scene, as he no longer conveys the power
of a hero as much as he shows signs of struggle. This change
still supports the heroic framing of Ernesto, but adds a
sacrificial aspect to his actions, making him even more
admirable to audiences because they are finally forced to
confront the danger of his actions when it’s too late in the
scene for him to turn back.
Water has been the cause of Ernesto’s suffering multiple
times before the river crossing scene. As mentioned earlier,
he becomes extremely ill at one point due to his asthma,
which is brought on after he swims in a lake. The asthma is
brought on again while they are on a boat to San Pablo, this
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This puts him in sort of a Christ-like frame, which is
reflected when he finally reaches the other shore and
everyone carries his almost motionless form onto the river
bank. There are more Christian symbols in this scene such as
Ernesto’s decision to do this on his birthday as well as the
water itself. In crossing the river on his birthday Ernesto’s
swim is reflective of Christ's birth in the sense that he has
come to be the hero of everyone. There is also the aspect that
Ernesto is swimming away from good conditions to spend the
night in a leper shack, as Christ came from heaven to sleep in
a manger. Then there is the symbol of the water itself.
Ernesto starts the scene doing the arm stroke, (which could
be a call back to earlier in the film when he disagrees with
his Alberto, insisting that any revolution that will make a
difference must be “armed”) but eventually abandons it for
the breaststroke. This change creates an image somewhat
reflective of a baptism as his head continuously goes under
the water and pops back up, suggesting a cleansing brought
on by the water. The water is also what almost kills Ernesto
though, which directly reflects Jesus’ life, as his faith is what
eventually led to his death. In creating these associations
with Christ, the audience is provoked to equate the same
morality onto Guevara as one would to Jesus. His suffering
then becomes even more meaningful as it reflects Jesus’
suffering for the whole world, suggesting that Ernesto
suffered for the benefit of all people as well.
Through depicting Ernesto in a way that stresses his
weakness, calling back to his asthma attack earlier in the film
and then equating his suffering with that of Christ, this scene
forces the audience to recognize the selflessness in Ernesto,
which only makes it more difficult to watch him struggle. In
emphasizing this aspect of his character, the audience has a
way to humanize Guevara as well as sympathize with his
struggle towards justice, without having to recognize any of
his beliefs surrounding capitalism. The audience is invested
in his life and survival by the end of the film. His motivation
becomes irrelevant.
The water has almost killed Ernesto three times by the end of
the film (not to mention the time it stole their tent as well).
This makes it truly devastating for the audience when the
black screen shows at the end of the film, stating that Ernesto
“Che” Guevara was killed by the CIA. It leaves them
wondering how could anyone kill Ernesto, after all he went
through. The film offers no such explanation.
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Any audience member would have to learn more about
Guevara to understand why his life ended the way it did, and
even then, depending on their opinions, there is still more to
explain. The point of the film is far beyond these questions
however. In an interview with Gael García Bernal, who
portrays Guevara in the film, he explains how in becoming
an Icon, Guevara is seen as one dimensional, lacking in
human qualities that justify his beliefs (Garcia Bernal).
Diarios de Motocicleta gives these qualities back to Guevara,
first through excusing the Bourgeoisie he was born into from
guilt, and then victimizing them so that Guevara has
someone to fight for (in this case his father). Ernesto then
can be viewed as a hero to audiences of any background, and
he proves his place as the hero of the story when he rejects
the consumerism which controls the people around him, but
subjects himself to the forces of matter without question.
In excusing the bourgeoisie, the ideology of division becomes
the antagonist in the film, but it is downplayed by its indirect
presence through the symbol of white collars, again working
to include audiences who are both for and against
communism. Because the superiority of class is represented
through the costuming, the film suggests that class is also
something that lacks depth. It too is like a costume, which
when removed, changes all assumptions about a character.
This is displayed through Alberto’s failed attempts to
maintain his superiority without the “white collar” symbol.
The false consciousness is again represented through the
water, specifically the Amazon which divides San Pablo. The
river scene works to distract from this Marxist commentary
by emphasizing Ernesto’s other motivations for crossing the
river outside of what it represents symbolically. The water is
shown early on as an obstacle to Ernesto which reiterates his
heroism when he decides to traverse the river, and gives the
audience a way to sympathize with his character outside of
his Marxist ideology. His weakness brought on by the water
is accentuated again to add a sacrificial aspect to his heroism
and stress the risk he has taken to cross the water. His Christframe solidifies the audience's investment in Ernesto so that
by the end of the film, Guevara is more than humanized, he
is now also glorified for his actions.
Guevara is presented as a hero in this film at the cost of his
beliefs which are hardly mentioned. This would seem almost
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an insult to his memory, however the film accomplishes
something much more useful to the preservation of Guevara’s
ideologies. Through their depictions of Guevara, the film
forces its audience to confront his good qualities. This
ultimately provokes audiences to explore Guevara’s beliefs
anyways, especially because the film hardly touches on them.
Those who knew little about him now have a reason to read
his material. Those who knew only negative things about
him (like myself) have a reason to further explore these
beliefs in search for the morality and selflessness displayed
through “Ernesto” in the film. Rather than attempting to
recreate Guevara’s struggle through the communist
revolution, the film provokes the audience to explore it
themselves, which is the biggest favor they could have done
for Guevara’s legacy.
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Lightest olive,
veiny, lean, muscular,
not an ounce of anything
that doesn’t spell hard labor.
Thick, knotty purple scar
lazing under his elbow like
a drowsy purple caterpillar.
V-shaped for violence,
and the broken bottle that carved it.
There are others—
strange, bruise-like,
tokens of methamphetamine
or a life waged like war
in the wooly outdoors.
Each I kiss like fresh wounds,
monuments etched to say:
Look how much he knows.
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toss a pinch of salt over your left shoulder.
diffuse heady smoke of burning white sage.
(for the boy who touched me in biology)

offer a hushed, urgent prayer to the goddess.
press and preserve three small asters for patience.
(for the junior who catcalled me in a freshman hallway)

streak dollar store eyeliner down flushed
cheeks, running in watery rivulets.
press your fingertips to the ink and
smear. prepare for battle.
(for the drunk who crooned vulgarity while
waiting behind me at a safeway, breath reeking
of piss-poor beer)

rub blood on your chin and
grow your nails into claws.
wrap your body in linens, protect
against the frigid, biting wind.
(for the man who groped me in a
disney world crowd, four steps
behind my dad)

squeeze blades of grass into yellow
pulp, feel the earth on your tongue.
no weapons, only wit and spite.
(for the predators who handed me shame,
claimed it was my burden to bear:
you are a speck in this yawning void
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of a universe)

may our fear now grip you.
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Children playing in the fields weave crowns
of daisies with paper thin petals and centers like suns
and they adorn innocence with small marvels.
The older children string together chains of receipts
the confetti of advancement weighing on work-laden tendons
and the chains get longer with every bill and tax –
strangled tired body with rows of subtracted numbers.
So I purchase factory-made fake flowers from the craft store
using grimy coins scrounged from couch cushions and tip jars,
and I make that chain a little longer to adorn a weary head
with what won’t die in so short a time.
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Keywords: commencement, Delmer Dewey/Julia Colloch Smith Award
Hello everyone, can I get a sco’ Wolves? *Sco’ Wolves
ahhhh*
First and foremost, congratulations to the class of 2020. Thank
you to all our friends, family, faculty, staff, and everyone else
who helped us get here. Like many of you, I decided to come
to WOU because it was affordable, close to home, and small in
size. Little did I know I would be embedded into this diverse,
tight-knit community I now call home. This wonderful
journey at WOU started with building “forever friendships”
with my freshman hallmates playing Sardines, which is like
inverted hide-and-go-seek, on countless Saturdays at
midnight.
I was involved in many things; I thoroughly enjoyed having
my days filled not just with rigorous academics. Aside from
school related activities, I spent a lot of time hanging out with
friends. From spontaneous road trips with my Honors’ Crew,
to having BBQs with my Hawai’i family, to living and
travelling with my best bud Ming. All the opportunities at
WOU allowed me to further develop myself as a person and
leader, and find a job directly related to my future all while
having fun and making memories. Though my days were
packed, my stress relievers -like intramurals and club sports
― kept me balanced and on track.
What were some of your stress relievers? Whatever comes to
mind, carry them with you because life is bound to get tough
again, but you will always be stronger than anything life
throws at you. As a full time student working a few jobs,
participating in organizations, and somehow getting 7-8 hours
of sleep almost every night, college taught me that time is
abundant. Some of you may be thinking “is she nuts?” or “wow
we must have different clocks!” But really, when you take a
look back at all the things you’ve done, you’ll notice how
much you can fit into each day. College also taught me to
never let an opportunity go by. It may never come again. It
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may not be at the time or in the form you were hoping for, but
if you take it, you’re bound to gain something that will help
you later in life.
No one person or small group of people can speak on behalf of
an entire graduating class. We’ve each had our own unique
journey at WOU. Whether you worked 3 jobs, participated in
organizations, or had a family to take care of, WOU played a
huge role. It served as a home, an outlet, or a sea of
opportunity for us.
I surveyed some of my classmates and asked “What 5 words
come to mind when you think about WOU?” and “What
impact has WOU made on you?” I want this speech to embody
our collective graduating class as closely as possible. What do
you think the most common word to come to mind was?
COMMUNITY! Some other recurring words included
supportive, growth, affordable, diversity, and opportunity.
Every response was distinct, but they all implied WOU
provided opportunities for discovery as a student and person,
in addition to forming incomparable connections and
relationships with other students, faculty, and staff. As for my
favorite word response? Squirrels! Even though it reminded
me of my unsuccessful attempt to capture Chester the squirrel,
which was my first failure of many in college.
I’m sure we’ve all had our fair share of failures, adversity may
have been the force that pushed you to this point ― becoming
college graduates at this very moment. The time has come to
use what we’ve learned from our successes and failures
coupled with our adventures and experiences to make a
difference! Let’s give a big THANK YOU to WOU for
providing this journey packed full of experiences that make
you who you are. Now, it’s time to celebrate your
accomplishments and where you are headed. *pull party
popper* Sco Wolves!!!
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ENGLISH
This award is truly an honor. It means the sacrifices
my parents have made were worth it. This award means
that with resilience, optimism and a support system, one
can accomplish their goals. In college, support systems
are crucial fo r students. Departments such as the
Multicultural Student Services and Programs office and
the Student Enrichment Program helped empower and
guide me and many other underrepresented students to
where we are today. Another support system I had
throughout my time at WOU was my sister Susana, who is
graduating with us today. Not many people get to
experience college with their sibling, but having her
support made all the difference. I could confide in her, she
would bring me coffee during my evening class, and would
stay up to study late at night with me in the library. My
family, my close friends and my dog Sparky were my
support system. Who was there for you? Think about the
people who with small gestures and unconditional support
made college possible for yo u.
I like to think of WOU as a small school with big
opportunities. My leadership roles taught me that you can
help create an inclusive community. They taught me that
empowering underrepresented students is important. And
that representation in leadership
positions is crucial
because it helps empower others to step up. Unidos Club,
a support system for undocumented students and mixed
status families, taught me that resilience is a cure for
uncertainty. However, we must all teach ourselves to be
comfortable with the feeling of uncertainty. Because the
truth is uncertainty is in ALL of us. Especially in the midst
of a global pandemic. But how we choose to fight the
uncomfortable feeling of uncertainty is how we become
resilient.
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Dreamers taught me what resi lience is: Learning to allow
adversity to empower and shape you so you can make the
world a better place for people who went through the
difficulties you went through. Listen to these words of a
Dreamer’s struggle:
“I am a community. I am not something to be ashamed
of. I am something to be proud of. My resilience. My
resourcefulness. My sacrifice. My courage to
withstand the agony that is a life of uncertainty and
pain. Of dehumanization. Of racism. I thank the alli es.
They keep me going. The movement recognizes me.
Humanizes me. Values me. Sees me. That is the light.”
WOU has been the light for many Dreamers. During my
first year, I met a Dreamer named Alma Pacheco. We met
at the WUC and she encouraged me to get involved on
campus as she handed me her ASWOU President contact
card. I’ve kept it to this day. Alma’s outstr
etched hand
opened doors of opportunity to me. Alma’s legacy was to
support underrepresented students and I felt compelled to
continue that legacy through my campus involvement and
my proposal for a Dream Center at WOU, which received
the Maurice Undergrad uate Initiative Prize. What is your
legacy? I want you to think about the legacy you are
leaving behind today and the students who will continue
the work you have begun.
As for the future, I want to continue learning how I can
advocate for underrepresente d students in education and
I’m excited to do so as a Master’s student at WOU. I want
to create policies that support all students and ensure
equity. Through my experiences, I learned that my
community, the Latinx community, is not represented in
spaces that are crucial. I realized that one policy can have
a major impact on people's lives. That is what I would like
to do moving forward: create access for people. Maya
Angelou said “Do the best you can until you know better.
Then when you know better, do bett
er.” We all have
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expectations of ourselves and what we want to do with our
lives. I challenge you to get out of the mindset that you
need to have your life figured out. Instead, learn to take
risks, be comfortable with being uncomfortable. That’s
where rea l growth happens. Learn to take leaps of faith
that get you closer to the person you want to become, to
the legacy you want to leave behind. So, class of 2020,
what will be your legacy?

SPANISH
Al ser una estudiante bilingüe y bicultural, tengo el
privilegio de dar mi discurso hoy en mi idioma nativo.
Primero quiero decir que el estar aquí presentando a la
clase del 2020 es un gran honor y representa los
sacrificios que mis padres han hecho por mi y mis
hermanos. Este reconocimiento demuestra que con l
a
perseverancia, optimismo y un sistema de apoyo, uno
puede alcanzar sus metas. En la universidad, los sistemas
de apoyo son de gran ayuda para los estudiantes.
Especialmente para los estudiantes de primera
generación. La oficina de programas para estudian
tes
multiculturales y el programa de enriquecimiento
estudiantil empoderó a muchos estudiantes incluyéndome
a mí y, nos guiaron a llegar a donde estamos hoy, nuestra
graduación.
Otra gran ayuda que tuve en la universidad fue mi hermana
Susana, quien tambi én se está graduando hoy con
nosotros. El tener a mi hermana en esta experiencia de
nuestras vidas ha hecho una gran diferencia porque me
apoyó con mis estudios. Mi hermana, mis padres, Jesús y
Erendira, mi hermano Alexander, mis amigos cercanos y,
hasta mi perro Sparky formaron parte de este gran y largo
camino. ¿Quién te apoyó a ti? Toma unos momentos para
pensar en esas personas que, con su apoyo incondicional,
hicieron que hoy te graduaras.
Me gusta pensar que nuestra universidad, siendo tan
pequeñita, puede ofrecer grandes oportunidades. Mis
posiciones de liderazgo en la escuela me enseñaron que
la representación en las posiciones de liderazgo es
importante porque empodera a los estudiantes que
tradicionalmente tienen baja representación.
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El club de U nidos es un recurso para los estudiantes
indocumentados y estudiantes con familias con gran
variedad de estatus migratorios. En este club aprendí que,
para salir adelante, la perseverancia es la cura de la
incertidumbre. Sin embargo, debemos acostumbrarnos a
la incertidumbre; porque la verdad es que la incertidumbre
está en todos nosotros. Debemos reconocer esto
especialmente en estos tiempos en los que nos
enfrentamos a una pandemia global. Es la manera en que
decidimos pelear contra la incertidumbre la cu
al nos
ayuda a todos a perseverar y salir adelante. En mi caso,
los soñadores han sido una inspiración para aprender qué
significa salir adelante y mantenernos perseverantes: Con
ello he aprendido a permitir que la adversidad nos
empodere y ayude a convert irnos en personas que hacen
un mundo mejor para quienes pasan por lo mismo hoy.
Las siguientes son unas palabras que muestran la lucha
de un soñador.
“Soy una comunidad. No soy algo de lo que se debe
avergonzar. Soy algo de lo que debe estar
orgullosos. Mi perseverancia. Mis sacrificios. Mi
habilidad de soportar una vida de incertidumbre y de
dolor. De deshumanización: De racismo. Les
agradezco a los aliados. Ellos me motivan a
continuar. El movimiento me reconoce. Me
humaniza. Me ve. Me valora. Esa es la luz.”
Esta universidad ha sido la luz para muchos soñadores.
Como Alma Pacheco, a quien conocí en mi primer año y
me motivó a involucrarme. Ella era la Presidenta del
Gobierno Estudiantil en la Western y me dio una tarjeta de
contacto, la cual he cons ervado hasta el día de hoy. Alma
me abrió los ojos y la puerta a muchas oportunidades. Por
ello, sentí la obligación de honrar y continuar su legado
apoyando a los estudiantes tradicionalmente con escasa
representación en las instituciones. Entonces, a tra vés de
mis posiciones de liderazgo en la escuela, decidí
desarrollar un proyecto para crear un centro para
Dreamers en la universidad de Western Oregon. ¿Cuál es
tu legado? Quiero que pienses en el legado que tú estás
dejando hoy y en los estudiantes que c
ontinuarán el
trabajo que tú has hecho.
En el futuro, quiero continuar aprendiendo cómo puedo
abogar por los estudiantes con baja representación en el
sistema de educación y crear leyes que apoyen a todos
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los estudiantes y asegurar la equidad. Estoy emoci onada
de continuar mis estudios de maestría en la universidad
de Western Oregon. A través de mis experiencias, aprendí
que mi comunidad, la comunidad Latinx, no está
representada en lugares importantes y me di cuenta que
una ley puede tener un impacto grande en las vidas de las
personas y esto es a lo que quiero dedicar mi vida: el crear
acceso para las personas. Maya Angelou dijo “Haz lo
mejor que puedas hasta que sepas más. Para cuando
sepas más, hazlo aún mejor.” Todos tenemos
expectativas de nosotros y de lo que debemos hacer con
nuestras vidas. Los reto a que salgan de la mentalidad que
tienen que tener toda su vida planeada. En su lugar,
aprende a tomar riesgos y a sentirte bien en situaciones
incómodas e inciertas. Ahí es donde ocurre el desarrollo
personal. Aprende a tomar saltos de fe que te ayuden a
llegar más cerca a la persona en la que te quieres convertir
y a pasar tu legado a generaciones que lleguen detrás de
ti. Entonces, clase del 2020, ¿cuál será su legado?
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To my fellow Class of 2020 Graduates, friends and family,
and the rest of the WOU Community, I am honored to share
today with you, even if it is not in-person on a beautiful June
day in Monmouth.
This has not been a traditional year, and certainly not a
traditional graduation. The past few months have been
understandably focused on the COVID-19 pandemic: the lives
lost, and lives changed. People have lost their jobs, and the
wisdom of social distancing for public health has also led to
stress in how we as people interact and connect with those we
care about. It affected today’s celebration, as we are unable to
participate in a traditional commencement. That might also be
lucky for you, because giving this speech in-person might have
led me to pass out from stage fright.
2020 might have changed things. But change does not always
have to be an obstacle or continued fear that limits us.
Previous generations have been looked up to by those who
followed, not because of what they did when things were easy,
but when terrible events tested their resolve.
I have never publicly shared the following part of my life, but
it seems like 2020 has put us in situations where sharing more
of ourselves can help shed light on others. When I was 17, I
had a severe injury to my neck and back which caused
continued neurological damage and a depleted immune
system that led me to slowly withdraw from people over the
years. It changed me, but not for the better. It took my
amazing family and doctors to help me eventually stabilize my
condition, and while I will never regain my former strength
and energy, I am able to have a life again with the people I
love. Life did not “return to normal”, and I am thankful for
that. Going through years of pain and eventual recovery led
me to value things and people more. Learning how to say “no”
means that when I say “yes” it is because I am invested, it
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matters. Not being able to rely on my body has meant that I
must work harder for everything I do. But this has also meant
that everything I accomplish means more to me, because it
was hard. Ellen DeGeneres once said “It was so important for
me to lose everything because I found what the most
important thing is. The most important thing is to be true to
yourself.” There are times that I wonder what would have
happened if some of my dreams had not ended because of my
body betraying me. Those old dreams died, but losing them
helped me to become a better me, and to dream new dreams.
Confucius said, “Our greatest glory is not in never falling, but
in rising every time we fall.” I got back up again, over and
over, and I pushed myself to become better. I met Kelley, my
amazing best friend, and married her two years ago, and we
had our son Luke at the beginning of the COVID-19 crisis. I
went back to school. Earned my associates, my bachelor’s, and
now my master’s degree. Each one was a battle, and each one
meant more to me because of what I went through to get here.
Somehow, I was selected to speak with all of you today. You
have all gone through battles and overcome them. COVID-19
has changed us, and yet you are still here. You are a better
“you” for going through all of this. We have lost people and
dreams during this darkness, but the darkness is when your
best comes out. It is not when things are easy that we have
the chance to see you at your most compassionate, creative,
your best self. It is when things are difficult that we need you
to be your best. To the Class of 2020, and all those celebrating
with us, you are resilient. I am honored to celebrate today with
you as we become better versions of ourselves.

ⓒ2020

